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Beecham, Bufano,
and the 50 Cent Symphony
Jack Douglas

W

Sir Thomas Beecham came to town, San Franciscans prepared
for a rare musical treat, and the press counted upon plenty of lively
material for the morning edition. The doughty English maestro
created almost as many flJ'eworks off the podium as he did at the helm of the
many orchestras he conducted over a span of sixty years. A peppery
potentate, his acid opinions fell impartially over music, audiences, women,
socialism, the United Nations, critics, literature, food, and, not the least, his
fellow musicians.
Sir Thomas, scion to a flourishing patent medicine fortune from Beecham's Pills, had only one interest in business and that was the music
business. Only once, as a young lad, did he have the opportunity to combine
his musical interests with that of his father's firm. He was asked to add some
verses to the Christmas carol annual published by Beecham's Pills. The results,
as follows, may be one of the earliest examples of the singing commercial:
HEN

Hark! the herald angels sing!
Beecham's Pills are the thing,
Two for a woman, one for a child ...
Peace on earth and mercy mild!
"These sentiments," he later remarked, "especially the elipsis, seemed to me
admirably to express the rapture which is occasioned by a good effortless
release."
7

Sir Thomas came to San Francisco to conduct on five occasions, usually
on guest conducting tours with the Symphony and the Opera, and all were
memorable events. On one of these occasions, in the spring of 1945, he came
all the way from London just to conduct three concerts. This was a time
when the world's attention was focused on the creation of the United
Nations, an event which was taking place in San Francisco.
Curiously enough, it was not Beecham who was the center of attention
this time, but San Francisco's own Benny Bufano. The circumstances, which
are as bizarre as anything in the cultural history of San Francisco, almost
moved the U.N. off the front pages and temporarily made the City a two
orchestra town.
It all began when Mayor Lapham appointed Bufano, San Francisco's
colorful gnomelike sculptor, to the Art Commission. Benny had a mission,
and that was to expand the influence of the fme arts in everyones' lives, not
just in San Francisco, but throughout the world. To this end he sent out
letters to leaders all over the globe, even advising President Truman that the
country was ready for a cabinet minister for the Fine Arts. On the home
front, Benny had succeeded in starting a tree planting program for the City's
streets and in placing works of art where the common people might enjoy
them. The prevailing theme of Benny's crusade was to get art to the ordinary
working people, and from this, he ·hatched the idea of a popular priced
symphony series.
The Art Commission turned down ·Bufano's proposal that it fund a series
of low cost concerts by the San Francisco Symphony. They felt, perhaps
justly, that there were enough opportunities for the public to experience fme
music at a relatively low cost. Benny, not impressed with this argument, took
up the cudgel to do battle with the City's cultural establishment, governmental bureaucracy, and, for awhile, its press corps.
An "angel" was found in the person of Nicholas Johnston, local businessman, who agreed to put up the money for three concerts. When Bufano
approached the San Francisco Concert Association, owner of the San
Francisco Symphony, they refused to cooperate and forbade their musicians,
under contract rules, to participate in the venture. With that, Bufano became
his own impresario. He and Johnston hired Mrs. Sonya Trobbe, experienced
in contracting musicians for orchestras, to start rounding up musicians for the
new venture. Warplants, shipyards, ·schools, and community groups were
visited, and a great deal of musical talent was discovered, ready and eager to
cooperate. First chair musicians were more difficult to locate, so Johnston
had the added expense of importing several from Los Angeles. The concertmaster, with the melodiously redundant name of Mischa Violin, was one of
these imports.
Johnston and Bufano made an extended tour of the eastern cities to see
what had been done in the field of people's orchestras, and while in New
York, signed the contract that would bring Beecham from London to
conduct the three concerts of the San Francisco People's Symphony. Besides

8

the obvious advantage of hiring one of the world's most renowned conductors, who was probably, in the American public's eye, the foremost figure
in Britain after Winston Churchill, they were choosing a musician who
throughout his career was famed for building and drawing the best from such
grass roots musical aggregations.
As the time drew· near for the concerts, Benny, feeling that the press was
boycotting his project, launched his own personal publicity campaign.
Renting a red, white, and blue sound truck, Benny then had to haggle with
City Hall for a permit to use it. Once over that hurdle, Benny "the ~oice," as
the press dubbed him, drove about town proclaiming: "the best music and
the finest talent available anyplace in the country, with the world's greatest
conductor, and all for SO cents." The music press and many regular
concertgoers were offended when they heard the venerable Sir Thomas
Beecham's name hawked in the streets like a "striptease dancer's." Even
Nicholas Johnston had some reservations about Benny's enthusiasm and
declared that the symphony was a serious effort, not a comic one, and he
would rather "there was less Buffoono" in it.
Undeterred, Benny went everywhere preaching the gospel of inexpensive
music for the working people until the press dubbed the new organization the
SO Cent Symphony. Actually, with tax added, the tickets were sold for sixty
cents in an open seating arrangement. Unable to secure the Opera House, the
program was booked into the cavernous Civic Auditorium which was to have
acoustical and psychological disadvantages. In order to combine art and music
for this event, Bufano created a special program booklet for the concerts with
a dozen original drawings by himself. Alfred Frankenstein referred to it as a
"howling eccentric souvenir program." If any of these still exist, they must
now be collector's items.
All was ready for the dramatic entrance of the star, Sir Thomas Beecham.
He arrived with a puckish smile, the image of a not-so-modern major baronet,
from his bristling goatee and the everprese~t ten inch cigar, down to his
two-buttoned spats.
"Can't say a thing, " he told reporters, "might spoil the Conference
(U.N.), you know; besides, my wife (the new Lady Beecham) does all the
interviewing."
"What my husband has to say, he will say at his concerts," added Lady
Beecham.
It was apparent that the British GoYernment, sensitive to the issues being
discussed at the United Nation's meetings, did not want one of its subjects
upstaging the World Peace Conference in the press, especially one as
outspoken and iconoclastic as Sir Thomas.
Not even the United Nations could put a gag on Sir Thomas, however, and
he was soon talking to reporters. "I've been preaching popular concerts for 35
years," he said. "Just the idea of a millionaire seated next to the crossing
sweeper has always appealed to me. If each is a true music lover, he will be
unaware of the other." And: "Ah well, snobbery we shall always have with
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Sir Thomas Beecham rehearsing the l'eople's Symphony

Credit: The New York Times

us. No, I don't feel that in conducting the SO Cent Symphony I have lowered
my colors. Quite the contrary."
Sir Thomas set to work rehearsing his gallimaufrous ensemble. It was no
mean task coordinating such a mixed group of semiprofessionals, professionals, and even a few gifted amateurs into anything resembling a polished
orchestra, especially since they had had no previous experience playing
together.
In the middle of the rehearsal of the Handel-Beecham "Great Elopement
Suite,'' Sir Thomas rapped his baton for silence, turned to a trumpet player
and said: "You had two notes to play in that passage, where were you?" The
trumpet player replied to the effect that he didn't think two notes mattered.
Retorted the great conductor: "If it is in the music, one half note is
important." The trumpet player did not overlook the notes again.
The fust concert included Mendelssohn's "Fingal's Cave Overture"; Virgil
Thompson's suite from his ballet "Filling Station"; the intermezzo from
Delius's "Hassan" (a regular on most Beecham concerts); "Francesca da
Rimini" by Tchaikovsky, and Beethoven's Seventh Symphony. Beecham's
performances of Beethoven's Seventh were noted for being problematical, but
in this performance he was ahead of the orchestra to such a degree that they
had to stop and begin anew in several places. The audience, however, was
enthusiastic, and the music press later gave their begrudging approval.
Benny, however, was disappointed with the turnout. The numbers game
that was played in the press the following day reminds one of the varying
head counts which appeared in the press during the peace marches of the
sixties - and seemed to reflect more the attitudes of the counters than the
facts. The San Francisco News was the most optimistic when they claimed
the house to be three-fifths full. The Emminer went the other way and stated
a one-third attendance. The Chronide and the CoU-BuUetin fell somewhere in
between.
At any rate, Bufano, who had staked everything on the people's support
was desperate. He and Johnston brought Sir Thomas with them to a meeting
of the San Francisco Press Club for a last attempt to gain their support. In
unvarnished terms, Johnston and the famous Britisher denounced the musical
monopoly in America and more specifically in San Francisco. Sir Thomas
gave his full support to the attack and stated that his coming 6,000 miles to
conduct these concerts stemmed from a desire to attach his signature to the
venture of pioneering for the freedom of concert enterprise in this country.
Resistance by the press melted before the hot breath of this roaring British
lion, and favorable articles appeared just in time to help bring up attendance
for the following concerts.
The second concert included many familiar Beecham specialties: Berlioz'
uRoman Carnival Overture"; the aforementioned Handel-Beecham "Great
Elopement Suite"; Mozart's "Haffner Symphony"; and Delius' Piano Concerto played by Lady Beecham,ne~ Betty Humby, a noted concert artist. The
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program went splendidly, except for the vaporous tones of the Delius
Concerto which seemed to get lost in the outer spaces of the gigantic hall.
The third program was a concert of Beecham "lollipops," short works with
popular appeal. Mischa Violin had an opportunity to show his mettle as
soloist in the Mendelssohn Violin Concerto. At the end of the concert, when
Johnston and Bufano announced that the continuance of the People's
Symphony was a~red, there were wild cheers and touching scenes.
In truth, the concerts were less than a success for Bufano, who felt that
the common people had let him down by not turning out in greater numbers.
Had the concerts been given in the Opera House, there would have been SRO
and Benny might have felt vindicated. As it was, the giant Civic Auditorium
easily swallowed up the 6,000 or so average attendance. It didn't help
Bufano's case that on the night between the frrst and second concerts there
was a special U.N. recognition concert in the Civic Auditorium featuring Lily
Pons and the San Francisco Symphony. The auditorium was virtually filled
by the fur-bedecked folks who paid four dollars per head for the privilege.
As Alfred Frankenstein had predicted, a city the size of San Francisco
could hardly support two permanent orchestras, and the People's Symphony
flap soon became only a dim memory caught in the rush of events which
occurred at the terminus of the world's greatest war. But Bufano and Friends
may have chuckled a little when they read in the Examiner a week later that
the San Francisco Symphony would "risk" (after an absence of over a
decade) a new summer pops program. There would be eight concerts with
single ticket prices beginning at 60 cents.
If the San Francisco Symphony management was annoyed at Beecham's
support of the rival band, it must have soon forgiven him, for he returned on
two following occasions to lead the San Francisco Symphony, brightening
our lives with his musical and oratorical gusto. And the current summer pops
festival continues to be one of the most successful aspects of the Symphony's
programming.
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Raising the Stakes

in the
"Big Casino"

Larry N. Gerst on

A

s the public braces for the early rounds preparatory to the 1978
gubernatorial election in California, many ·political observers will
measure these events against the larger backdrop of the 1980
presidential contest. It is not unusual for California to be viewed in such a
broad context. In previous years, Governor Earl Warren and gubernatorial
hopefuls William Knowland and Richard Nixon, all perceived the state's
highest office as a logical springboard to the United States presidency. Even
today a series of conditions in this state make California a likely prototype
for national political forecasts.
13
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California has traditionally emerged as a breeding ground for presidential
contenders past and present. Republicans Ronald Reagan, Gerald Ford, and
Richard Nixon all live in California. Reagan, with more than one million
dollars in his Citizens for the Republic Fund, remains a possible candidate for
1980. On the Democratic side of the political ledger, Jerry Brown, particularly in light of his belated run at the 1976 presidential nomination, must also
be viewed as a potential contender in the upcoming presidential contests.
From the standpoint of sheer numbers, it is only fitting that California
house so many political heavyweights. Shortly after the state became the
nation's most populous in 1963, its national convention delegations grew
proportionately. Thus, by 1976 California sent 280 delegates to the Democratic National Convention, nearly one-tenth of the 3,008 delegates in
attendance. AB for the Republicans, in 1976 Californians elected 174 of the
2,259 delegates who gathered together in Kansas City.
In addition to the prominent individuals and large delegations emerging
from California, substantial drama occurs because of the timing of the state's
presidential primary. If New Hampshire is disproportionately important
because of its reputation as the first proving ground of the presidential year,
then California is equally valuable because the primary is conducted so late in
the nominating campaign. Held on the second Tuesday in June, the California
primary is the last major battle prior to the national conventions.
These three elements - prominent leaders, large numbers of delegates, and
the timing of the election - have combined to lend credence to Ronald
Reagan's claim of California as the "Big Casino." With almost one-fifth of the
votes required for either party's presidential nomination residing in one state,
it is not surprising that the media and political observers so closely monitor
its events.
Nevertheless, despite the anticipated gains from California's political
treasure, the state has had a notoriously poor record in the category of
convention clout. A quick glance at the last several primary results indicates
that the winning candidate has usually suffered one of two fates: either his
California votes were inconsequential to the nomination or, upon winning the
nomination, the candidate lost the fall general election. Thus, when California
partisans aligned themselves with the presidential nominations of Republican
Barry. Goldwater in the 1964 primary and Democrat George McGovern in the
1972 primary, both were soundly trounced in the fall national elections.
Conversely, when John Kennedy and Richard Nixon won national elections
in 1960 and 1968 respectively, their victories were managed without the
state's help in the nominating stage of the campaign. Regardless of the state
primary election outcome, both scenarios have led to the same result - little
political power for the largest state in the union.
Why has California failed to capitalize on its many political assets? While
there is no simple answer to this question, there is little doubt that timing,
the nature of the primary systems, and disorganized political parties have
off-set the otherwiSe significant potential in~~- state.
14

AN APPRAISAL OF THE PRIMARY IN CALIFORNIA
A review of candidate performances and the idiosyncracies of each party's
nominating system in the 1976 presidential primary reveals some interesting
facets of California politics. For the first time in 1976, the Democratic and
Republican parties employed distinctly different primary schemes. Formerly,
both parties had relied exclusively upon "winner-take-all" primaries for the
selection of their national convention delegates. The winner-take-all approach
gives the candidate emerging from the primary with a plurality of votes (more
votes than any other contender) the entire delegation at the national
convention. In 1976, California Republicans chose to retain this method of
selection, despite last minute attempts by elements in the Ford camp to give
candidates proportional representation in an election already conceded to
Ronald Reagan.
California Democrats used a different method of candidate selection in
1976. Prompted by the Democratic National Committee's dictum that no
state employ winner-take-all primaries in presidential contests, state Democrats adopted a variation of the proportional representation approach. In
actuality, the state's 280 delegates were divided into smaller groups elected in
each Congressional district. Under the state's new Democratic rules, a
presidential candidate receiving at least 15% in any of the state's Congressional district elections would receive a commensurate number of delegates from
the district. The total number of delegates gathered from all43 Congressional
district contests plus a proportionate number of delegates awarded statewide
became the number captured by any contender for the national convention.
Many political observers predicted that the fractured Democratic party
elements would break into even smaller pieces under this new system, but no
major problems developed in 1976.
As a result of an impressive win in his home state, Governor Jerry Brown
accumulated a total of 205 convention delegates, while national front runner
Jimmy Carter received 73 and Morris Udall captured 2 delegates. Despite
Brown's one-sided victory, the new system actually cost the governor 75
precious delegates. Had the Democratic Party continued its winner-take-all
system, Brown's statewide vote total of 60% would hilve given him all 280
delegates and considerably improved his second place position for the
national nomination. Carter, likewise, would have been denied 73 votes at a
time when he was in the fmal stages of nailing dowri a frrst ballot victory in
New York.
On the Republican side, the continuation of a winner-take-all primary
system in California was almost responsible for causing a deadlock in Kansas
City. With a solid 59% of the statewide vote, Reagan was awarded all of the
state's 174 national convention delegates. His tremendous victory in this final
primary of the nomination campaign brought Reagan to within 50 votes of
President Ford. Had the primary system been converted to a proportional
15

representation format, Reagan would have lost approximately 54 delegates to
President Ford, thus ending once and for all any speculation of a major
political upset. Thus, for California's Republicans, the national wave of
nomination reforms stopped short of the Golden State. With the state's 174
Republican presidential delegates remaining intact under the winner-take-all
system in 1980, it is easy to see why Reagan would fan political embers with
his Citizens Fund for the Republic. For Republicans, California remains the
"Big Casino."
But even with the immense popularity of Brown and Reagan in 1976,
Californians missed the mark at both national conventions. With Jimmy
Carter and Jeny Ford capturing their respective party nominations, once
again California voters 'Ciisplayed the uncanny ability to be on the wrong
bandwagon. Such political ineptitude is hardly new to California. Over the
course of the last several presidential nomination battles, this state's delegations have supported losing candidacies, thus limiting at the outset any
political clout with the convention winner.
While the cost of such misjudgemen~·may be intangible, nonetl.teless it is
real. Whereas. it would have been preferable for nominees Ford and Carter
to campaign with Brown and Reagan after their nominations were secured,
neither was able to do so because of the political strains between the national
candidates and state party leaders. President Ford had to settle for AttorneyGeneral Younger as his campaign organizer, inasmuch as Ronald Reagan felt
the need to campaign elsewhere. In the case of Jimmy Carter, his relations
with the Brown organization were practically non-existent. It is difficult to
believe that this strain did not contribute to Carter's November defeat in
California.
Moreover, from the standpoint of sheer political muscle, one can only
speculate about how events would have transpired had the state supported a
winner at the convention. For example, would President Carter be more
sympathetic to the funding of the Auburn Dam project if California had been
pivotal to his nomination? ·woul~ Carter's. new energy package be more
understanding of the unique role of the automobile in California if the state's
delegates had been instrumental in ius nomination? If politics is defmed as
the "art of compromise," then a major flaw with the California delegations in
1976 was that, without supporting the winner of either party's nomination,
the state's party leaders were in poor position to make any political demands.
THE SPECTER OF '76 IN 1980?

If the 1980 presidential nominations were conducted today, in all
likelihood the two parties would play decidedly different roles in California's
presidential primaries. For the Republicans, the situation is dramatically
imperative: California remains the bonanza for any individual capable of
capturing a plurality of votes. In the absence of presidential incumbency and
with no R~publican viewe~ as the front-runner, the winner-take-all primary in
16

California may be the contest to push any candidate over the top. Given the
cloudy presidential picture, it is little wonder that Republicans are looking at
the 1978 governorship with more than the usual amount of interest. A
gubernatorial nominee would be in an excellent position to sponsor a
delegation slate pledged to himself or the national Republican candidate of
his choice; a gubernatorial victor would almost certainly be assured control of
the state's 174 Republican votes. Thus, Reagan, Ford, and others will be
courting and courted for 1978 endorsements.
For the Democrats, considerably more fluid conditions are likely to prevail
between now and 1980. One uncertainty lies in Brown's re-election chances
in 1978. If Brown is re-elected Governor and if President Carter after a
successful first term embarks upon a re-election campaign, then the two-term
Governor will most likely defer to the incumbent President.Under these
circumstances, the entirety of the state's 280 delegates would go to Carter
without challenge. If Brown does not secure re-election and the President
retains his popularity, Carter is even more likely to emerge with the state's
Democratic delegation virtually intact.
Events for the Democrats could change if the Carter Administration
founders. If Brown is re-elected while a controversial Carter presidency
battle for the Democratic nomination, then California may
stimulates
emerge as a Democratic "Big Casino." Under these conditions, an individual
with the stature of Governor Brown would be a likely challenger, especially in
light of his fast fmish in 1976.
Nevertheless, two factors would impair a Brown candidacy in 1980 even
under the most ideal conditions. The frrst lies with the changed nature of the
Democratic primary in California. With the state now employing a proportional representation formula, a bitter national struggle would spill over into
the state's primary. Should this occur, Carter, Brown, and others would
probably fracture the state's delegation into a position of impotence. A
second related factor lies in the upgraded stature of California's senior United
States Senator, Alan Cranston. Given his position of majority whip and his
dose relations with the Carter administration, Cranston may be in an ideal
position to thwart Brown's efforts while serving as the administration's "man
in California." Thus, despite Brown's prestige in the state, circumstances may
still limit his opportunities for higher office in 1980.
Irrespective of individual candidates and primary formats, Californians will
have to go a considerable distance in 1980 to avoid .their record of the past.
Republicans are faced with a search for new presidential talent in a state
whose primary will allow only one winner. While their task may be
formidable, the result could yield a tremendous payoff or continued political
drought. If Democrats are spared political fratricide in 1980, their troubles
may be only delayed until 1984. Then, against a history of intra-party
factionalism and minimal national convention clout, they will have to deal
with the additional burden of a potentially fractured delegation.

a
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California may be the "Big Casino" in terms of political potential and in
numbers of national convention delegates. Yet in politics, potential and
actual performances are often at opposite poles. Unless the state's candidates
and voters behave in a manner commensurate with the tendencies of the
national parties, California primaries will continue to produce parochial
outcomes. Such election results are hardly beneficial to a state anxious to
extend its influence beyond its borders. Until California voters rid themselves
of their exotic and esoteric politics, the inability of the two parties to
produce national candidacies will no doubt cost the state as much national
influence in the future as it has in the past.
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Ambrose Bierce,
Jack London,
and
George Sterling:
Victorians Between
Two Worlds

John R. Brazil

A

MBROSE Bierce, George Sterling, and Jack ·London were the ruling

triumvirate of letters in San Francisco during its movement from
Victorian town to modern city. And like most people who lived
during the transition from the nineteenth to the twentieth century, they
experienced a great deal of cultural and social confusion. Society - the
network of relationships among members of a group -was rapidly changing
under the impact of urbanization: but culture - the group's collective
heritage of values and ideas - for the most part seemed to lag behind.! With
19

roots in the past as well as a strong commitment to the present that had
grown out of it, Bierce, Sterling, and London exemplified the strains and
inconsistencies of men of Victorian culture living in a post-Victorian society.
They also gave voice, although for the most part unwittingly, to the region's
attempts to put culture and society back together again.
Ambrose Bierce {1842?-1914) is perhaps most remembered for his Devil's
DictioiUUy and his journalism, especially his crusade against Collis Huntington's schemes to have Congress pass legislation remitting the Southern
Pacific's multimillion dollar federal debt. He was also the author of such
superb short stories as "Chickamauga" and "An Occurrence at Owl Creek
Bridge" and was thought by his contemporaries to be a "literary dictator. His
word was law. San Francisco in the seventies was a Bohemia of artists and
writers. All looked up to Bierce, and bowed before his shrine."2 By the
nineties, Bierce had lost some of his literary influence, but far from all. The
problem was that even by then he seemed somehow out of place, almost a
caricature of an early Victorian type. So anachronistic were his cultural
pronouncements that most of his contemporaries felt his critical "criteria
crystallized thirty odd years ago," that he was, simply, "of another age and
blood."3 Although consistently at odds with the guardians of literary
orthodoxy, most notably William Dean Howells, Bierce's opinions on political
and artistic matters (excepting his anti-didacticism) correspond to the popular
Victorian stereotype: they stress the primacy of refmement, order, and
control, even at the expense of stylistic vigor, authentic literary or political
expression, and social justice.
The dominant vocabulary of Bierce's literary criticism is well known. He
"felt strongly about the necessity of working under the strictest limitations as
to form." To achieve stylistic refinement, he urged the neophyte to steep
himself in the work of Alexander Pope, Edmund Burke, and Herbert Spencer.
His assertion that the true artist was defmed by the "charm of moderation
and the strength of restraint" was repeated so often that it became the frrst
article in his critical litany. The key to Bierce's aesthetic creed was
conformation to what he called the. "universal and immutable laws of the
art." In "The Matter of Manner" he asserted,
in literature as in all art, manner is everything and matter nothing; I
mean that matter, however important, has nothing to do with the art of
literature; that is a thing apart. In literature it makes very little
difference what you say, but a great deal how you say it.5
Typical of his position were his attacks on writers who wrote in regional
dialects, such as the "down-home" western drawl. His summary judgment was
that they were a "plague of Asses." Even Shakespeare did not escape Bierce's
condemnation. He had, Bierce thought, "no sense of proportion, no care for
the strength of restraint, no art of saying just enough." His language was a
riotous, "barbarous exhuberance of metaphor."6
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Equally 'familial ue Bierce's political dicta. The fin de siecle spirit which
had, it was· his belief, given America in literature "realism, in art impressionism and in both as much else that is false and extravagant as it is possible
to name," had also "overspred the earth with anarchism, socialism, communism, woman's suffrage and actual antagonism between the sexes." The
ultimate measure of this spirit was adumbrations of social chaos. "Our labor
troubles - our strikes, boycotts, riots, dynamitation," Bierce foresaw, "can
have but one outcome. We are not exempt from the inexorable." That there
was a chance for peaceful evolution was a "hope which has nothing in history
to sustain it."7
Bierce's own hope lay not in reform or reformers, whose rhetoric he
thought, characteristically linking politics and language, a "confection of sin
in a diction of solecism," but in the "entire trend of our modern civilization
... toward combination and aggregation." In the economic world, this trend
eventuated in trusts and monopolies, and in the political world produced
what Bierce called enlarged "units of control."S Both were to be welcomed.
They were highly efficient (another one of the "cheaper-by-the-dozen"
Victorian ideals), but more importantly, they were instruments of frrmer
economic and political control, inducing social stability and providing for the
possibility, if not the certainty, of what was perhaps the sine qua non of
Victorian consciousness: rationally controlled social progress.
These intertwined aesthetic and political attitudes were Bierce's internalized Victorian cultural heritage, and he never could fmally rid himself of
them. On the other hand, he could not ignore the changes he saw taking place
in society. As the disquieting features of the urban landscape became
increasingly, insistently visible, Bierce attempted to weave new perceptions,
new appreciations of society and art into the fabric of his thought. That
trend, for example, toward combination and aggregation in political units,
which Bierce on the one hand welcomed as contributing to social stability
and progress, he painfully realized was the result of population growth, and
population growth seemed to lead to instability through the transformation
of small towns into. large cities. "~ities swallow and digest the suburbs,"
Bierce wrote, and he was not at all sure that cities were symbols of progress.
"Look at it," he would lament, "the monstrous overgrowth of our cities,
those Congested brains of the nation .... A pretty picture, truly: a population
roughly divisible into a conscienceless crowd of brainworkers who have so
'bettered their condition' as to live by prey; a sullen multitude of manual
laborers blowing the coals of discontent and plotting a universal overthrow.
Above the one, perch the primping monkeys of 'society,' chattering in a
meaningless glee; below the other, the brute tramp welters in his grime."9
Bierce also found cities aesthetically less than a "pretty picture." He found
urban odors more noxious than nature's most potent perfume, the native
polecat's stink; cities were a place "Where gas and sewers and dead dogs
conspireJ The flesh to torture and the soul to frre."lO But most importantly,
cities were, to Bierce, visible reminders of society's waxing complexity, and as
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such, symbols of the increasing impotence of individuals, of their growing
inability to influence their own fate.
The Civil War had disabused Bierce of his romantic notions about the glory
of soldiering. The warrior's virtues of courage, skill, intelligence, and discipline seemed to have little effect on his own survival or the turn of events in
battles dominated by weapons that could kill randomly from unseen
distances. And particularly because of his perceptions of urban life, warfare
became Bierce's favorite metaphor for society in general. He came to feel the
causes of society's ills were "complex, constant and obscure." As in warfare,
things were "beset with accident and dependent upon the unknowable and
incalculable." Urban life, along these lines, also did a great deal to undermine
Bierce's "logical" conservative Social Darwinism. He would, for example,
intermittently argue against the utility and justice of allowing the poor and
jobless to remain so: "It is not true," he would say, "that relief interferes
with Nature's beneficient law of the survival of the fittest .... Who is more
truly deserving than an able-bodied man out of work through no delinquency
of will and no default of effort?" I I
Such a pronouncement indicates Bierce's growing perception of the
socially disenfranchised as victims, as people rendered powerless to effect
their own destiny. As this and allied perceptions grew in strength, his fiction,
poetry, and political rhetoric became more frequently punctuated with
genuflections to the influence on man's life of "fate," "destiny," "chance,"
"circumstance," "fortune," and "accident." It was these perceptions that led
Bierce to reject the literary portrayal of the dignity of labor and "picturesque
poverty" as "coarse rank sentimentality." It was also these urban-born
perceptions that made it impossible for Bierce to reject out of hand the
literary Naturalists' argument about the secondary status of style to story
that was being sounded in the 1890s, particularly by Jack London and Frank
Norris. Their emphasis on social determinism, on man as relatively feeble
against the large forces at work in society, dovetailed with Bierce's differently
expressed but correlative sensibility. Hence, Bierce could write approvingly of
London's "The Terrible and Tragic in Fiction," and say he "knows how to
think a bit." Finally, it was such urban born perceptions and an inability to
penetrate the causal pattern of social development that led Bierce to what Jay
Martin has cogently called "the complete obliteration of value-discrimination
in his stories" and that destroyed what another critic termed Bierce's belief in
the "rational continuity of experience."12
Despite these indications of new perceptions altering his Victorian assumptions about literature and politics, Bierce never could fmally accept the
implications that urban existence made about his cultural ideals. His pattern
is as clear as it is unvarying: he entered the new era with a consciousness
informed by attitudes and assumptions developed in an earlier time, made
partial concessions to new social realities, and when he could not resolve the
tension between the two, he retreated to an absolutism buttressed by his
anachronistic Victorian ideals.
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Once infected, however, Bierce's ideals never regained their old vitality.
The source of infection could not be quarantined. Bierce could, in the end,
have lived with either his culture or his society, but never both. The
psychological confusion was simply too great. The near existential despair of
his latter years, his fmal formulation of a social philosophy that "nothing
matters,"l3 and the "obliteration of value-discrimination" in his stories were
symptomatic of a man without a home in time or place. He had but one
recourse and that was escape, to shed culture and society for the habiliments
of oblivion.
George Sterling, twenty-seven years Bierce's junior, came to San Francisco
in 1890 against the stream of Western writers moving East because he was not
a writer. He needed a job and had a rich Uncle (Frank C. Havens, a land
developer and insurance broker) for whom he could work. Before long,
however, Sterling was writing poetry on the commute ferry between Oakland
and San Francisco and was cultivating friendships with the area's artists,
including Joaquin Miller, Gelett Burgess, Xavier Martinez, and Ambrose
Bierce. Sterling, who eventually was to become California's poet laureate,
became Bierce's prot~g~, and during the ensuing decade of their close
relationship, in large measure adopted the literary prejudices of his mentor. In
fact, Sterling represents the logical, historical extension of Bierce's cultural
position. Like Bierce, for example, Sterling was ambivalent about the urban
environment and what it implied. For most of his adult life he lived in San
Fran~o.Sterling was a city man, enjoying the fruits of urban concentration.
He frequently expressed a love for San Francisco and even found New York
had attractions: "Xt! What a city New York is!" he wrote with typical and
unaffected enthusiasm. "fm wild to get back there."l4
At times he also voiced an explicitly optimistic faith in the progress of
civilization:
The year grows old, but Progress has no age:
Her flags go forward to increasing light;
Behind her lies the night;
It is a ceaseless war her soldiers wage,
And on her great and ever-widening sky,
"Onward!" is still the truceless battle-cry.
We do but cross a threshold into day.
Beauty we leave behind,
A deeper beauty on our path to fmd
And higher glories to illume the way.
The door we closed behind us is the Past:
Our sons shall find a fairer door at 1ast.1s
But there was another, discordant chord in Sterling's relation to urban
centers and progress. He lamented the "cruel atmosphere of all great cities,"
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and plaintively cried, "Often I long, in cities wrung by care,/ Awhile in
ancient solitudes to sink." Only nine months before he wrote so enthusiastically about New York, he had written, "Came here at the age of twenty, and
am now a confirmed Californian. I might visit New York; but as to living
there, or in any city, never! I love the country too much."16
It was this sentiment which makes understandable Sterling's favorable
reaction to portions of Bierce's poetry depicting the social cost of engulfmg
urbanism. In an introduction to Bierce's "An Invocation," for example,
Sterling commended his portrayal of the effects of modem cities: the
"growing standardization of our customs, the inevitable flabbiness due to
increasing wealth and comfort, the steadily denied right to free speech, the
augmenting conviction that there is indeed one justice for the rich and
another for the poor."l7
This avowal notwithstanding, Sterling could never bring himself to write
"social conscience" or "advocacy" poetry. As late as 1910 he was still saying:
•.. what poetry is is a thing damned few persons, to my notion, ever
know. If it's one thing it's not (is] stuff of "a forward-looking
tendency," nor of "a new and path-breaking nature." ... poetry seems
great in just about such ratios as it eliminates "purpose, and or care."
Significantly, whenever he attempted to formulate an aesthetic theory, he
became confused. In a letter to Upton Sinclair, to name but one iiJstance,
after a characteristically equivocal working out of his politi~al and literary
inclinations, Sterling declared he must fmally side with poetry that contains
the "least preaching." Immediately thereafter, with ingenuous candor, he
confessed, "If you can make out from all. the foregoing where I stand as to
'art for art's sake' you'll be lucky. It seems to me I've no bone-bound
convictions on the subject."l&
Gradually the political and aesthetic confusion Sterling suffered while
living in San Francisco and Oakland grew so great that, again like Bierce, he
sought escape. Instead of wandering into the Mexican revolution as Bierce
was to do, however, Sterling hoped to effect his own counterdefmition to the
modern urban environment by founding an art and literary colony in the
Edenic setting of Carmel-by-the-Sea. Seeking more than escape from urban
pressures and inconsistencies, Sterling sought also to escape to their opposite.
The elements of urban life, though sources of anxiety and aesthetically
distasteful in themselves, were doubly pernicious because they alienated him
from the environment which, he felt, he and all men were meant to occupy.
They had cut him off from an harmonious resonance with the natural
landscape, and in so doing, threatened his artistic sensibility. The terms in
which he makes his most lengthy evaluation of the problem are sugestive and
revealing:
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City-dwelling man, in the main, becomes yearly more neurotic, even as
he withdraws the further from the great sources at which he drew his
pristine vitality. Yet he can hardly be termed more sensitive, at least to
beauty, since the crush and tumult of great towns render him continuously less impressionable by sound and sight. The lu.phtlzard ugliness
of cities, in which one may with difficulty find beauty in detail, can but
make him increasingly artificial in his tastes. Accustomed for uncounted generations to the comparative calm and repose of the open
country, he finds himself, in a rapidly growing ratio, the child, prisoner
and victim of the city. Where once his brain had to bear -the impact of
one stimulus, it must now, perforce, accept a score. Life becomes
incre/Uingly more complex, its demands ever more exigent, its burdens
heavier to bear.
The Life Force, trapped in labyrinths of steel and stone, aches with
the subconscious memory of lost landscapes and the voice of the sea on
the long-vanished shore-lines. Small wonder, then, that the dimly
remembering heart cries out at times for the old tranquilities, for the
ancestral quiet that has been so unhappily abandoned. Small wonder
that the bewildered mind seeks a hush in which to realize its status,
appraise the value of "progress," and contemplate the possible conditions of the road that stretches so far ahead. Nor is this yearning for
breathing-space necessarily a retreat from the conflicts of life. Rather it
is a sudden accession to sanity and grace, a moment of inner illumination in which the soul suddenly asks: "Is all this worthwhile? Am I to
be but a whisper amid thunders, a flower lnucure/y rooted in the
concrete of crowded ways, a dwarf dazed among the enginry of his own
devising.l9
The language of his distress - images of assaults on order, on freedom, on
his belief in progress, on his ability to cope with and control his experience is applicable equally to his aesthetic and political sensibilities. Notice also the
causal relation implicit in the progression of Sterling's description. The urban
environment compresses humanity (which, as with other writers, we must
read as a metaphor for complication of social relations as well as mere
compaction). The compression assaults his aesthetic sensibility by overwhelming his senses. The aesthetic confusions he psychologically equates with
a generalized cultural and social confusion and with vit:timization, insecurity,
and social impotence. The result is in the largest sense a political response:
the establishment of an art colony in Carmel.
Sterling, obviously, felt he needed not just escape and peace. He had, he
believed, a uneed and hunger, vastly more deep, for a fundamental concord
with Nature and himself."20 He was sure that the one would lead to the
other, and while living in Carmel he made a serious, though not noticeably
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successful, attempt to turn his poetry to exploring natural themes. Less than
the stability and control Bierce clung to as counterweights to portents of
aesthetic and political disorder, Sterling sought repose and beauty. He found
them in his Victorian Muse, in the strict aesthetic standards of Bierce, and in
the pastoral setting. None of these could withstand, Sterling was sure, the
growth of an urban social order and what that growth implied. And so, like
Bierce, albeit long after his Eden had failed, Sterling eventually sought the
ultimate escape of suicide.
Jack London (1876-1916) is generally thought to have had a more
"modem" literary and political position than either Bierce or Sterling. He was
a member of the Socialist Party, and his soap box radicalism has been well
documented, as have the inconsistencies in it, and need not be repeated
here.21 What does need stressing, however, particularly in light of recent
treatments of London that have emphasized his retreat from urban life to the
countryside in later life, is that he knew from early in his career that he was
too much a child of the city, and the problems of the city too central to his
time to divorce himself or his work from urban themes. To a friend he wrote,
"But I have been isolated so much, that I can no longer bear to be torn away
for long at a time from the city life. In this particular you will see
thankfulness at not filling your position [on the edge of the desert]." Nor
could he accept rural retreat. "0 Lord! who wouldn't sell a farm and go to
writing!" Two years later, he sounded the same note: "In this day one cannot
isolate oneself and do anything. Get you to a big city anywhere, and plunge
into it and live and meet people and things."22
London's aim, as that of his thinly disguised avatar Martin Eden, was to
reap the "benefits" of civilization, not to escape them. He looked for wealth,
position, and security. At the same time, he longed for the "essential
refmements of ciVilization," the putative enrichment of insight, sentiment,
and taste inherent in the spiritual and material life of urban "high culture."
"Ah! city life," he proclaimed, "is the only life after all."23
In opposition to this positive valuation, London, from the fust and more
emphatically as he moved into the ~entieth century, misdoubted the urban
landscape. At fust his response was mildly condemnatory:
Aren't you disgusted with metropolitan life? [he wrote] • If you aren't
you ought to be ...•
This world is made up chiefly of fools. Besides the fools there are
the others, and they're fools too. It doesn't matter much which class
you and I belong to, while the best we can do is not increase our
foolishness. One of the ways to increase our foolishness is to live in
cities with the other fools.24
Like Bierce and Sterling, London increasingly felt lost and impotent in the
complexity and impersonal process of modern society. Before the turn of the
century he was already convinced ''the ways of the gods are inscrutable."
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"'There is no God but Chance, and Luck shall be his prophet!' He who stops
to think or beget a system is lost."25
This sense of impotence and disorientation grew from an inability to cope
with what he termed "the anarchic flux of affairs," "the paradoxical lunatic
mix-up of modern life and interests." It ended in the equation of urban
existence with creative and physical death. By 1906, the causal association
had become explicit. "Really," he wrote fellow Bay-area writer Bailey
Millard, "I don't see how you, with all your nature-love, can possibly stick it
out in New York City. I'd commit suicide in three months, if I lived there."
Even Oakland threatened London: "If I don't get out" he was sure, "I will be
emasculated." 26
To be sure, London's celebrated personal retreat from urban society and
the "back-to-the-soil themes" of his later fiction are partially explained by
such feelings. But if he could momentarily escape society, he covertly
continued to carry the nineteenth-century cultural baggage that had produced
it. His rural ideals were permeated with Victorian values: his own and his
fictional farms were to be models of progress. They were to be efficient and
scientifically managed, while employing the latest machinery. Most importantly, they were to be the vehicles of their owners' upward social mobility.
Running parallel to London's expanding awareness of social chaos in urban
life and his attempts to order his existence rationally through scientific
farming was a growing emphasis on the necessity of aesthetic control, on
strict attention to order and form in literature. Before the turn of the
century, he concurred in thought and practice with Frank Norris's literary
dictum: "I do not want to write literature; I want to write life." Norris's
point was that authenticity, vigorous rendering of emotion and idea, was
more important than technical finish. "I will sacrifice form every time,"
London would chime in support of such sentiments, "when it boils down to a
fmal question of choice between form and matter. The thought is the thing."
Initially to London, even in poetry formal rigor and control were of
secondary importance; "as in everything else, results are judged," he wrote
"rather than legitimacy. Our best wri~ers are full of technical errors."2 7
London's thoughts on these matters, however, contained a Victorian
cultural residue - a residue so deep, in fact, that under the pressure of urban
life, his "modernn political and aesthetic sensibilities began to evaporate. By
1913 London's personal attempt to escape the city had reached a climax and
his fictional treatment of the theme had received its most emphatic expression in VaUey of the Moon when Saxon Brown discovered that the city was a
malignant force, that it ''was wrong, and mad, and horrible," threatening her
marriage, her health, he:.: procreative powers, even her life. By the same date,
London's emphasis on aesthetic criteria had also changed dramatically. He
proudly asserted to a friend, for example, that he "no more believed in the
'art for art's sake' theory than he believed a human or humane motive
justifies an inartistic telling of a story."2S Nor did the opaque "yours-for-
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the-revolution" rhetoric of his resignation from the Socialist Party disguise
the essential conservatism of the landlord of Wolf "Manor.''
No, London had changed. But not entirely. Slowly, painfully, but only
partially estranged from his "modern" aesthetic and political notions, he
could nonetheless not embrace entirely the standards of the past. Isolated
between sustaining political and artistic visions, his personal powers waning,
London grew more disillusioned, and like Bierce before him and Sterling
after, could no longer beat on, a boat against the current. One fine morning at
his home in Glen Ellen, he died from a self-administered overdose of
morphine sulphate.
Bierce, Sterling, and London were, in varying degrees, men of Victorian
culture in a post-Victorian society. Given the differences in their personalities
and backgrounds, the similarity of their situations is all the more impressive.
As evidenced by the nature and the dynamic interplay of their aesthetic and
political attitudes, each tried to reconcile the disparate implications of urban
realities and his Victorian cultural heritage; but none could finally adjust
inherited perceptions and ideals to his experience of the city. Unable to exist
comfortably in a world dominated by the urban landscape, each eventually
despaired as he gradually grew alienated from the world around him. To the
degree these three spoke for the collective Victorian consciousness, they
articulated a divergence of culture and society that would end only if the
assumptions and values of the nineteenth century could be replaced or at
least modified by those appropriate to a new order. In testimony to the
endurance of our cultural heritage and to the momentum of social changes
begun over a hundred years ago, our own love-hate relationship with the city
suggests the process is not ended.
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NE cannot come back too often to the question what is knowledge ,"

Gertrude Stein wrote, "and to the answer knowledge is what one
knows." Her answer is at once a plain truth according to semantics
a nd a political assertion revealing a peculiarly American intellectual bias. It
disavows the authority of tradition in favor of self-reliance. Stein asserts that
knowledge is not pre-packaged, absolute or paradigmatic, no t something in
the possession of elders or "experts" ; rather, it is the sum of feeling, thinking,
judging and acting in the world. In her view, the only way to have knowledge
is to be a conscious person true to one's own experience. The three books I
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propose to discuss - With My Mind On Freedom: An Autobiography by
Angela Davis, The Morning Breaks by Bettina Aptheker, and Jury Woman by
Mary Timothy - were written by women who appear to share Stein's
conviction that knowledge is what one knows, rather than assuming it to be
something that certain other people have. A fundamental self-trust which is
not impervious to doubt, but strong enough to sustain itself, has made it
possible for each of them to act forthrightly in the public sphere: Davis as a
radical political activist, Aptheker as a~?- author and activist, and Timothy as
the foreperson of the jury that acquitted Angela Davis. Their self-trust also
accounts for the radical nature of their behavior: in a world where it is
conventional and normal to cover up realities, the effort to be what Hannah
Arendt termed "loyal to reality" incurs enormous risks.
All three women have written about a formal public event convened for
the specific purpose of arriving at knowledge: a courtroom trial. A trial is
supposed to be a time and place for finding out the truth; but it is, of course,
an adversary situation in which a superior capacity for argument may
confound truth. Prosecution and defense, in fact, each presents only the raw
materials of knowledge. To the non-partisan participant, like a juror or
reader, the truth about the situation at issue is unknown until he discovers it.
In February 1972, when Angela Davis went on trial for her life on charges of
conspiracy, kidnapping, and murder, the issue before the court was whether
she had conspired in the events of August 7, 1970, when Judge Haley and
four hostages were kidnapped from the Marin County Courthouse and the
judge was killed. Convinced of her complicity, the prosecution had amassed
circumstantial evidence to prove that a politically-radical Black woman
passionately in love with George Jackson, a politically-radical Black man
imprisoned in San Quentin, had instigated a plot to free the Soledad Brothers,
of whom Jackson was one. The defense contended that the charges were
specious: the trial was actually an attempt to discredit and suppress radical
dissent by equating revolutionary political attitudes with criminal violence.
Davis, of course, and Aptheker, who was a legal investigator and organizer
for the defense, believed that the t,rial was a frame-up. Timothy, who was
present at the trial as a juror and was elected jury foreperson, did not know,
but she was determined to fmd out the facts in order to arrive at a conviction
of the truth. She disciplined herself to pay scrupulous attention to the
testimony of witnesses, the statements of the prosecution and the defense,
and the attitudes of everyone involved, including her own. One of the facts
she observed was that the prosecution seemed to rely on the gullibility of
jurors and their insecurity in matters of law to gain its objectives; the defense,
on the other hand, tried to demystify the legal proceedings and encouraged
members of the jury to think for themselves. Eventually, in a moment of
intuition or uknowing" which came after lengthy rational assessment of her
information, Timothy decided that the prosecution's case was based on a
false assumption about the relationship between identity and motive. Unless

36

one is rationalizing from a preconception about what such a person would
certainly do, the fact that Angela Davis was a politically-radical Black woman
passionately in love with a politically-radical Black man in prison did not
establish a motive for conspiracy to commit violence. Timothy reached the
conclusion that without this preconception, which is the product of racist,
sexist, and political stereotyping, the circumstantial evidence presented by
the prosecution was unconvincing and produced "no feeling of an abiding
conviction to a moral certainty of the truth of the charge." InJury Wo11Uin,
she documents the process of perception and judgment which culminated in
her decision to acquit Davis on all charges and in her vigorous strategy to
justify her beliefs to other members of the jury.
In 1972 Mary Timothy, who is White, was fifty-one years old and living in
Palo Alto, California. "I had a job, a husband, and three children ... ," she
writes. "Socially and morally, I was pretty conservative - by the standards of
the day. I had been raised strictly in a middle-class, small-town environment
- a Catholic - and I accepted the mores of that time and place. I like people
on a o~e-to-one basis, I do not like organizations and clubs, I am not a
'joiner.'" Politically, she was a Democrat, having left the Republican Party in
1952 because of Nixon's ascendancy in the Party; she was against the war in
Southeast Asia; and she supported her son John when he became a
conscientious objector to the war, even though she did not subscribe to all his
political views. Timothy viewed her participation in the trial as a civic
responsibility, a chance to set a good example for her children, and an
opportunity to participate directly in the democratic process at a decisionmaking level. Her experience of the trial began ~n the day she ftrst entered
the courtroom in San Jose as a prospective juror.
Angela Davis and Bettina Aptheker, on the other hand, experienced the
trial as a fact of life for over a year before it was formally underway. They
and other members of the defense team were organizing sympathetic public
opinion and preparing for a series of judicial reviews in an effort to get Davis
released on bail. Davis had been in prison for seventeen months when she
entered the courtroom as a defendant on trial for her life. In 1972 she and
Aptheker were each twenty-eight years old and they had been friends for
thirteen years, since - as Aptheker tells us - they and a few other school
friends formed a socialist club called AdJ,1Q/fce in Brooklyn, New York.
Clearly, both women are "joiners" and activists who have wanted for a long
time to change the way American society is structured. Aptheker, who is
White, is a social critic and historian who comes from a family background
which includes a tradition of intellectual and political dissent. Davis grew up
in Birmingham and New York City; studied at Brandeis, University of
California at San Diego, and in Frankfort, Germany; traveled in Europe and
Cuba; taught philosophy at UCLA; and participated in the work of radical
Black political organizations in Los Angeles. Both women are members of the
Communist Party. Quite naturally, they regarded the trial· from a different
angle of perspective than Timothy did.
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" ... To become a Communist is to make a lifetime commitment that
requires a great deal of serious thinking about whether one has the
knowledge, the strength, the stamina and the discipline that a Communist
must have," Davis writes, explaining that she joined the Party in 1968
because it provided an organizational and ideological base for revolutionary
work, as well as an opportunity for working friendships with people who
shared her views. For Davis, going on trial for her life was a personal test of
"the knowledge, the strength, the stamina and the discipline that a Communist must have," but it was not the frrst such test she had faced. As a
committed revolutionary, her life - like the lives of her friends and
co-workers in radical politics -was recurrently in jeopardy: people she knew
well were killed by agents of the police or the FBI, and she herself had been
dealing with fundamental problems of survival, frrst as a fugitive, then as a
prisoner. We learn from the autobiography that Davis' fight for her life was
important to her, not merely because it was taking place, but because it was
taking place in public view. If this was a political trial, she would make it a
political platform. "Serious revolutionary work," she has written, "consists of
persistent and methodical efforts through a collective of other revolutionaries
to organize the masses for action." In the context of her commitment to
revolutionary change, the trial was an opportunity to educate and mobilize
world opinion in behalf of her political perspective, not simply in support of
her own innocence of the charges against her. The fact that thousands of
people from all over the United States and the world had participated in her
bail campaign heartened her primarily because she regarded their active
support as the first step in their own political evolution, a step that would
lead eventually "to the freedom of those whose condition I shared," as well
as her own freedom.
The three books provide three distinctly different impressions of the trial
as a human scene, and taken together they offer the .reader a sense of the
texture and complexity of that occasion. Even when the authors are
observing the same event, they see and respond to it individually. Aptheker
and Davis, for instance, both report that Davis herself delivered the long
opening statement for the defense. But only Timothy communicates to the
reader - because only she experiences - the effect produced on her when
"Angela Y. Davis rose quietly from her chair and walked to the podium. She
set her notes on the stand, looked up at us pleasantly. . .. She was well
prepared." Timothy herself was also prepared - prepared to scrutinize the
defendant. But the defendant metamorphosed into an attorney before her
eyes and "Instead of looking across the room at an enigmatic figure
representing Black Militant Communism, we were being given a chance to
discover her as a fellow human being." By changing her social role in the
courtroom from defendant to equal, Davis assaulted a prejudice Timothy did
not know she had: that the defendant, by being there at all, is probably guilty
of something, if only of being different. This incident in Timothy's experience supports· Gertrude Stein's defmition of knowledge as ''what one
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knows": ·we have been educated into a set of meanings, but not all of these
retain their significance in the light of immediate, personal experience.
Although all three books recount that prosecuting attorney Harris read
aloud Angela Davis' personal letters to George Jackson in order to establish
uncontrollable passion as the motive for crime, only Aptheker's treatment of
this pan of the trial clarifies the objective significance of Harris' decision to
bring Davis to trial on these grounds. Aptheker printed the texts of the three
letters and the abridged letter/diary which were presented as evidence, so the
reader is able to assess Harris' intent. These letters are both passionate and
thoughtful- they express passionate concern for a man, passionate involvement with ideas, and passionate commitment to a cause. They are written
with a sense of urgency by a woman perfectly in control of her point of view.
It is a view of social reality which is both different from and threatening to
the conventional view, and the emotional tone and language of the letters
contain strong implications for action. The tone of the letter/diary is loving
and the language is metaphoric. Basically, the letters reveal the existence of a
friendly, unrestrained discourse between two people who are sharing their
knowledge of the world, which includes the prediction of a revolution in
emotional and social attitudes and behavior.
Because contempt for emotion and fear of its consequences are deeply
rooted in Anglo-American life, it is quite likely that many people would
consider Davis' emotional attitude anarchic and therefore criminal: it could
lead to anything. But the fear which probably influenced Harris' view of
Davis as dangerous was fear of precisely what it would lelld to, as well as a fear
of emotion itself. For what Davis is saying in these letters is that Blacks will
define for themselves the course their lives will take, rather than acquiescing
in patterns of identity projected on them by the dominant White society.
This is what taking power into one's own hands means. Probably it was this
threat to class power that seemed to Harris like an act of violence.
I have been stressing the occasion of the trial itself because all three
authors write about it. However, Davis provides the reader with the largest
scope for viewing it. With My Mind On Flftdom: An AutobiogTQplry goes
back in time to her childhood and travels forward to her trial and acquittal at
the end oflhe book. It is a record· of the efforts of many people to be faithful
to "what one knows," and many of these people are now or were once in
prison. For Davis, "knowing" includes having knowledge of the realities of
prison life. She evokes the presence of Black men whose criminal behavior
consists of having repudiated an assigned social role; and of countless
individual men and women who remain in prison for economic or political
reasons unrelated to the infractions of law or criminal acts which put them
there. She describes her own experiences as a prisoner in different jails in
order to reveal the dehumanizing effects on jailors and prisoners alike of
standard law enforcement practice, not to elicit compassion for her own
predicament. (Probably she would agree with Richard Wright that readers
should not be provided with the easy emotional recourse of feeling sorry for
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somebody else in order to feel better about themselves.) Reading her book,
we realize that the personal circumstances surrounding her imprisonment,
treatment, and trial were not a special martyrdom: the threats and indignities
she was subjected to are routine and pervasive in the penal system. She knows
it -knows that now it is her tum. "I fought the tendency to individualize my
predicament," she writes. " ... I thought about ... all the countless others
whose identities were hidden behind so much concrete and steel, so many
locks and chains." She also. fought every tendency to panic and despair,
fortified by her consciousness of other Blacks ''who had endured far worse
than I could ever expect to grapple with." Her experience as a prisoner tested
her mettle; it may also have made her feel somewhat more equal in
disadvantage to those who had endured far worse outside as well as inside
prison walls, and who had grown up without "the breaks" she had. Knowing
that "jails and prisons are designed to break human beings," she disciplined
herself for survival. We learn from her book that the woman who Mary
Timothy observed to be ''well prepared" and "confident" when she rose to
present the defense's opening statement at her own trial had been practicing,
from the time she was a little girl, to overcome fear and transform anger into
energy for constructive action: "through struggle, political struggle, through
people in motion, fighting for all those behind the walls."
Davis' decision to fight the tendency to individualize her predicament, a
decision which killed self-pity and sustained her throughout the ordeal of
prison and trial, may also be responsible for the curious and, to me,
disappointing absence from the autobiography of the author herself. In the
preface, Davis says emphatically that she does not regard herself as exemplary
or special and that her subject is the destiny of a revolutionary movement,
not of a particular individual. "I felt that to write about my life," she says,
" ... would require a posture of difference, an assumption that I was unlike
other women - other Black women .... such a book might end up obscuring
the most essential fact: the forces that have made my life what it is are the
very same forces that have shaped and misshap~d the lives of millions of my
people." In view of Davis' whole~earted commitment to profound social
change, it is not surprising that she would refuse to be a traditional heroine.
Traditional heroines succeed by virtue of being more like the stereotype of
men (assertive, rational, courageous) than like the stereotype of women
(passive, emotional, fearful). Also according to the culturally-dominant
model, a Black person succeeds because he is more like the stereotype of
Whites (genteel, self-disciplined, virtuous) than like the stereotype of Blacks
(lazy, ignorant, physical). By denying ineradicable aspects of personal
identity - like gender and ethnicity - women, Blacks, Jews and others have
acquiesced in a view of themselves and of reality which defeats revolutionary
purpose. Their ability to alter the structure of social and sexual relations is
effectively neutralized by the strenuous demands of this psychic process. An
identity patterned on the repudiation of group ties is what Davis criticized
and rejected in her letters to George Jackson. In the autobiography she wants
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to assert her solidarity in a "community of struggle" with other people,
especially other Blacks.
I would suggest, however, that to write about one's own life as the unique
experience of a particular person in a particular time and circumstance
requires neither a posture of difference nor an assumption of superiority only an acknowledgement of the distinctive nature of sensibility. As an
ideological attitude, the refusal to individualize one's predicament seems to
me to be as false to reality as its opposite - the insistence on personalizing
everything that happens (which we recognize as pathological). For Davis in
prison, the decision not to individualize her predicament was clearly feasible:
it helped her to defend against despair. For Davis writing about her life, the
same decision is, in my view, fatally limiting, because it defends the story
against the author's experience of despair and against everything problematical, contradictory, or irreducible. There are no personal or social issues in
this book, only victories or setbacks for the political vanguard. There is no
discussion of ideas, no assessment of values, no disagreement among friends,
no politics. It seems fair for an author to choose to write the story of her life
in such a way as to clarify the terms of social existence in our time. Such a
book would be enormously interesting and useful, but I don't believe Davis
has yet written it. The profoundly destructive effect that the present social
and economic system can have on people's lives is well documented by
examples from her childhood and prison experiences. For the most part,
however, the autobiography presents us with a catalogue of events and
people, designated times and places, and a doctrinaire explanation of cause,
instead of a story of what it is like to be alive.
Davis joined the Commwlist Party because Party knowledge matched and
explained her own experience. In the autobiography, knowledge has become
ideological: there are no more discoveries, just confmnations. When she
examines &'with sadness the faces of Black maids on their way to work for the
Palo Alto rich," for example, the reader gets a picture of the racist
organization of society. But Mary Timothy also lives in Palo Alto. She
belongs in the picture, too, not in order to rationalize what cannot be
rationalized, but because she is there. In the autobiography, what is there is
often sacrificed to generalization in order to bear out the author's defmition
of what is there. It is a book written to illustrate a political premise and to
tell uoppressed people" that "Communists are profoundly concerned about
them," not to share with the reader the complex experience of being a Black
woman in mid-twentieth century America. It is not 66lit with piercing glances
into the life of things " or illuminated by the spirit of the woman who wrote
those letters to George Jackson.
The Momin1 Bretdu by Bettina Aptheker is another kind of book
altogether, although it too deals with the trial of Angela Davis. It is a rescue
story told by one of the rescue party. The author is not present in this book
in the same way that Timothy is in hers, as a center of consciousness whose
processes are shared with the reader; nor is she pointing a moral, as Davis
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does. Aptheker trusts her tale to point its own moral and it does, because she
tells it so well. The book is not a conventional work of history: the author
does not isolate the specific occasion of the trial, or the circumstances
preceding the trial, from the larger social, emotional, and political context in
which they occurred. She has set herself the task of writing "an historically
accurate record" of the movement to free Angela Davis, and in her book she
describes in precise and lucid detail what numerous people were doing from
day to day, often from minute to minute, to further this objective or hinder
it. Her book is the story of people in a social circumstance, and by reporting
private conversations about defense strategy and family concerns, as well as
items of headline news, she manages to convey a strong sense of the affective
presence of individuals in political life.
The author's critical perspective is consistently apparent in the dramatic
organization and narrative tone of the book. Her effort to be factually
accurate is reflected in her prose. Sentences are short and crisp; chronology is
strictly linear; there are no abstractions and no digressions. Aptheker tells a
good story: all the events have meaning, all the people associated with the
cause of the defense care deeply and work hard, and there is a lot of action
and excitement. She is clearly partisan, but her book is not a polemic. Her
story of the good guys against the bad guys with the good guys winning is
convincing both as the history of an occasion of representative significance
and as drama. Of the three books, it is the one which provides the reader with
the most easily accessible and complete information about what happened.
From Timothy's book Jury Woman, on the other hand, we learn as much
about the experience of being Mary Timothy, juror, as we do about the trial
itself. Timothy's abilities as a reporter are formidable: because she can see
herself as one among others and also, critically, as the subject of her own
experience, she achieves an objective distance from her immediate circumstances without sacrificing her point of view. Before the trial is far along, she
becomes confused by conflicting testimony; her confusion teaches her to be
more alert, more questioning. She is not, as Aptheker said of most jurors, "in
awe of the law and the judge." Timothy was in awe only of the enormity of
her own responsibility as a member of the jury. Her ignorance or inexperience
in particular areas of law or psychology, for instance, never suggested to her
that she ought to leave the responsibility of decision to others; simply that
she had to become better informed. Throughout the trial, her behavior
reflected a firm sense of her own capacity to arrive at an independent rational
judgment. Her book offers her assessment of the case against Angela Davis; it
also includes her evaluation of judicial procedures as they affect the ability of
jurors to do their job. Timothy observed that the Court's treatment of the
jurors, for instance, ignored such a decisive human factor as the effect of
prolonged sequestration on people's ability to keep a sane view of anything.
In effect, she criticized the Court for treating jurors like prisoners. Although
she did not speculate about how "real" prisoners might be affected by being
isolated altogether from the community at large, she criticized treatment of
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prisoners when she observed it to interfere with her own responsibilities .
.. How could the Court expect a juror to receive the testimony of a person
manacled and chained with the same acceptance as the testimony of an
ordinary citizen?'' she asks. And she notices that elaborate and, in her view,
unnecessary security measures during the trial produced uneasiness and fear
in the jurors and projected the sense of Davis as both dangerous and guilty
into the minds of the people who would eventually decide her guilt or
innocence.
This open assertion that personal elements are factual components of
circumstance is a radical one: an acknowledgement that people are real, that
they have habits of perspective that they may or may not be able to
overcome, and that their acts cannot be evaluated apart from the particular
context in which they occur. It challenges the widespread traditional
assumption that an intellectual decision to stand aside from personal matters
eradicates their influence, produces "freedom from bias or prejudice" and
results in "objectivity.""Temperament ... shuts us in a prison of glass which
we cannot see," Emerson wrote in a period of despair when he feared that
"objective truth" might not after all be accessible to human beings. Emerson
recovered from knowing this, but the necessity of facing what he glimpsed
and turned away from remains: complex structures of feeling which produce
subjective bias are "what one knows" at the deepest levels of experience. This
is why the defense "case" in the trial of Angela Davis consisted of trying to
make it possible for the jury to see Davis the individual, and Davis the Black
woman, not Davis the stereotype of Black militancy. They wanted an
"objective" verdict: the jury would have to see that "prison of glass which we
cannot see" in order to be able to see the world that is really on the other
side of it. Objectivity is the result of subjective experience critically
perceived, not the product of a professed detachment which denies, instead
of assessing, the influence of culture and temperament. It is not more
impersonal than subjectivity, only more inclusive. The three books I have
been discussing were written by women who know that the "prison of glass
which we cannot see" is there behind our eyes, and that the human world on
the other side of our eyes is neither the result of 46 the natural order of things"
or an abstraction. This knowledge is what made it possible for them different as they are from one another - to agree about what was true in a
particular time and place.
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Servant in Love
Servant in love, & my lord in marriage.
-Chaucer

I - The Servant
She ran the kitchen, he, the hall.
She had a fierce spirit & a soup ladle.
He, a sword & a fiancee.
Between kitchenmaid & lord the vacuum held.
But at her fire she stirred unblendable
ingredients - birth, money, dearth
of money - & tasted: he was her dream
lord, ideal, & she ate him, man & weapon.
If only he knew how strong
yet pale beneath the gross smock, how very
sleek she was, he'd take her, bed her
where ladies were skewered w/male argument,
if only .. he'd .. until
such self-deceit addled her head,
until the farm lad w/designs on her
desisted, she was unsturdy, & the food wrecked.
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II- The Lady
.. tedious of him! & crass! his
moanings to plink of mandolin, his
sheep's eye shearing her as she rode past
on her palfrey, his monumental solicitude!

It took poise to stay steady.
The lady mantle had thistles inbuilt.
It piqued her to be bowed to like some surly
Romish abbess .. Pride, Submission, her flesh
crept! But once wed she'd
get it, M~re & Grandm~re were explicit:
either the pedestal or the pen of marriage,
either his bondage to her or hers to him ..
So she'd consent & have his baby
who'd soothe her when m'lord took off
after another lady. who'd wear his face,
her dim divinity. & the trauma of their bed.
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ID -The Lord
Who tore the fair relation?
Who slayed the two-backed oaf who
made love pleasure, took the disconnected,
set one on one & added, & kept the total two?
he said, mean, gouging the steed
who bore him blindly through the spook
of his forests .. Or what's wrong w/free
lives armorless & urgent in the crush of scenery?

& blooding, blooding his mount, Why
is man ruthless, woman maudlin, Why
Either/Or, serf or liege, When will one
of them press back the weight that I press in?
& reining, reining in, No, we've
no father to purchase what we need:
a match, not a mastery .. I have this dream:
a crone who springs from my own hearth, & lays me.
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IV - Escapade
The lord's shadow, doubled, fell
on two who lay where they'd nested,
an alcove hung with the hair of pine
where they coupled in seizures: she was crude,
& he, a humble creature
off for the afternoon to meet her
who'd felt passion rush since Thursday last
when he & she had found each other to the core
w/Pride, w/much Submission
on either side, w/no end in view;
fortuneless, indentured, comic, they filled
the sliver of joy between quick & dead .. Hush!
What maid on our lord's
stallion's rump bounces? She's
in his service! For shame! Who's baser
than a fallen prince? .. Noblesse oblige!
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Dowser

Under the paired trees
Walnut-Willow
sunshine strikes down on the paired stalks
of the divining rods as they extend
copper barrels from his gnarled hands
- he is the diviner, he holds them loose,
he is wholly gone into it: raw
kid with Colts - and the sunshine
has them frre.
Bent muddy man
spoken-through,
the rods draw him like a horse a cart
like a brace of dogs, a convict-catcher;
his eyes are spaced with excess
in the other senses, he witches water
with metals - he is Californian prospector
in the tradition, a voice on. rockslides:
Shaman.
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On the surface film
of the drainage ditch
-his shadow; by the reed pool
with leaves littered, seed tendrils stuck
in eddies which curl like locks,
by shimmer where the wind shows itself
by snake in its liquid residence, red
band on black, small eye alert
-his blind trudge;
by the mesquite
in multiflower,
the iris candelabra, blossoms slipping,
cadmium gold of poppies like fireflies
where the meadow goes, as far as the meadow
goes in green with no slacking off
(not yet the summer's need of fire-watches
not yet the foxtails formed in ranks
of spear)
- he walks, body
conduit to lower earth
to the secret electric talk comes up
under pressure. Soon the place turns tawny:
lion hide: expanse of Chinese mountain range
in the watercolors of the masters, who draw
the vertical houses of their names
in black tusche; here he writes
in pipes his signature.
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OX Point stands out like a large tooth in the open mouth of San

Francisco Bay. It's a small town full of typical fraudulent charms.
My youth died there.
I went back into recent history not as it is written but as it is. History isn't
just a series ofq,recise events, but imaginary events. Those who participated,
along with those who stood by, select whatever image which satisfies their
own specious mosaic as the basis for their beliefs. Therefore, an incident
didn't occur if we refuse to accept its occurrence. People believe whatever
they wish. Separation between fiction. and reality vanishes. Cause and effect
are negated by the desired effect. If we desire to think 1 + 1 = 3, that ends
the discussion. Everyone adds up the world in his own way. Five years in jail
taught me that.
When I returned, a sunless light shone over Fox Point. A remarkably clean
sky resembled a highly varnished landscape painting, lacking birds. In jail you
live mostly inside your skull. Being a "dangerous radical," I had a private cell
and often watched my clothes hanging on their hook, twisted trouser leg or
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rolled up sleeve, a seemingly mutilated puppet. Now I saw Fox Point, newly
prosperous, as another stage with new storefronts, new neon, new faces, more
new cars. Across the street was a bar, Time is Out Of Joint. With cute
cleverness, copies of The London Times and Punch were scattered about. The
bartender greeted me. "You must be new here?"
"No," I told him, hardly feeling new. "I used to live here." I seated myself
next to opened Tudor windows, aIa fresco, and looked out on the busy
street. My panopticon.
I saw things inside of coats, dresses, blouses, suits, and I tried to believe
these were people, perhaps human beings, but I didn't really know what they
were or if they were anything at all. They could be walking, talking puppets
manipulated electronically, yet sincerely convinced they're human. Nothing I
saw proved this human-ness. Truth is I didn't know what those things inside
clothing really were. Perhaps this was another form of mutilation.
"Well, well," a robust voice said in my ear, and I looked up. It was Police
Chief Dillingham, over five years older, meatier, ruddier. "I saw you get off
the bus and, by God, I was sure I recognized you." He smiled at me heavily.
"I never forget the face of someone I once arrested."
"Sit down. Have a drink."
"No thanks." But he sat down. "I see you served the full five. That's too
bad. Well, the war's over, anyway." Awkward pause. "I guess you helped do
that."
"Maybe."
"If it's any consolation," he added, ''you were ahead of your time."
"Thanks.''
"Did you ever hear from anyone while you were incarcerated?"
"Just Lillian Markov. She kept in touch."
"That's nice. She teaches at the high school, you know." He shook his
head. "None of the others?"
"No."
"Too bad. Too bad the whole thing had to happen. But now most of the
parents around here hate you."
"Why?"
~
"Because you remind them of how wrong they were." Dillingham pursed
his lips. "We were. You also remind them of their dead sons. You're still alive
and quite a few Fox Point boys went off to die. For a while this town was at
population growth zero. You know how it is, after the tears dry, resentment
starts. And they resent you. Think about it if you plan to settle here."
"No, I'm just visiting."
"Sure." He stood up, badge and gun. "I retire in two years."
"Good."
"It's none of my business," Dillingham leaned down, "but weren't you
interested in becoming a sportswriter? Is that what you're doing now?"
"Yes, that's right."
He nodded and moved away, arch-legged.
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"Say t Chief. I lived here all my life and I never knew what kind of flowers
are in the square next to the bus depot."
"They're all variety of 'mums."
In prison, questions like that itch your brain and you can't erase it.
Ordering another drink I surveyed the street. Nearby I could see the banner
DON MADRONE FOR SENATE. YOUR PEACE CANDIDATE. Yep. I
recalled Don, handsomest boy in graduating class, super-patriot lately turned
peace candidate with his wife's money. Yep. The volte face of our pragmatic
age.
Lillian Markov entered. Noticing I was staring up at the spanking banner,
she pointed with a sad smile. "That's the man who's going to save
dvilization."
Pleased that she recognized me so easily, I stood up and we clasped hands.
I laughed. "I would rather not be around when he does it. You know the old
adage about the Devil quoting scripture? Today the Devil quotes Marx."
She seemed much the same but for an additional six or seven pounds.
Black hair with immensely dark, brooding eyes. Impeccably pale skin.
Prominent breasts. I visualized her as a sensuous girlt terribly shy, somewhat
depressing. A remote Elizabeth Taylor we once thought in school. She had
been the only Jewish girl in our class and never married. Now she taught at
Fox Point high school with premature dots of salt in her hair. Her hands, I
noted, were too pink. Again I thanked Lillian for her books and letters the
past five years. She blushed, then ordered beer.
"Chief Dillingham just left," I told her. "He wanted to say hello. He also
congratulated me for having been ahead of my time. It's comical but I can't
laugh. Well, it wasn't his fault. He had an Army order for my arrese' I
drowned immediately in her grief-stricken eyes. I couldn't see myself making
love to someone locked into such tragic Weltschmerz. "But we're all creatures
of the time in which we live. Dillingham had his role and I had mine."
Lillian shrugged gravely. "But your role was the correct one and his
wasn't."
"Maybe." I wondered. "I can't recall at what point during the past five
years I began to realize that my role had been futile, that human beings won't
change, maybe can't change, and the entire struggle between civilized and
semi-civilized will be repeated over and over again until humanity exhausts
itself or its resources." My mouth was dry. I drank. "We often adopt roles out
of vanity. Perhaps most rebellions are based on nothing more than vanity."
"I don't believe that."
.. It's true. Perhaps we fancy ourselves on some kind of high moral plinth.
We ... we designed ourselves into that position, don't you see? And then
we're stuck with it and pay the price."
..What a price! Is that all there is to it?"
uMaybe. Maybe."
""And?"
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Always and. And. And. "And the results of all this role playing are
incidental, accidental - I don't know." I took a breather. "It's expensive
theater."
"For some."
"Yes. For some." I changed the subject. "How's teaching?"
"It's another civil service job." She broke off a short laugh. "We may go
on strike next fall because our principal fmds it difficult to get along on his
salary and support his taste for sportscars, speedboats and airplanes."
"Poor guy." We were nibbling at conversation and knew it. I drank
quickly. She wasn't yet thirty but appeared thirty-five and I was her age and
felt one hundred-and-five. "Ask me right off, Lillian: 'How does it feel to be
in prison?'"
"How does it feel to be in prison?"
"It's like the groan of a dying man. Now ask me: 'Do you still believe in
something?' "
"Do you still believe in something?"
"I believe in hell. That's the only thing left. Everything else has been
stolen."
"You can't live feeling sorry for yourself."
"I didn't ask you to ask me that question."
"It's not a question," she said. "Oh shit!" Her plum-like eyes went misty
black. "I didn't come here to play!"
Embarrassed, I said softly as I could, "Why can't I feel sorry for myself? If
we don't pity ourselves, who else will pity us?"
"Five years in prison taught you that?"
"No. I should have known that before. I was naive. Don Madrone and Jean
Fox are smarter.
''What's so smart?" Lillian frowned. "Your old girl friend gave her
husband one hundred thousand bucks to run for senate not because she's
smart but because she's rich."
Our dialog was a small dance of death. "Jean Fox was everybody's girl
friend," I said lamely. Who could forget that perfectly beautiful Jean Fox and
her frantic personality, her inherited wealth and her uterine motives. We
made adolescent love in every available niche in Fox Point. What's the good
of dredging up old puberty rites, old exhaustions. Maybe it was a combination of memory and booze, but as I stared out on that festooned street I
thought I heard the earth exhale like the sigh of lush flowers falling through
leaves. Or perhaps I had sighed. The bartender carried over more drinks.
"Jean Fox," I attempted to clarify, ''was always full of skin-deep
convictions. Politics was just another brand of cologne for her. War and peace
were summer fashions, nothing more. I knew all that. Even then."
"I phoned Jean yesterday telling her you were coming here."
''Oh? You didn't have to do that."
"I don't have to do a lot of things. I didn't have to protest the goddamned
war, either. I didn't have to fight the rotten system throwing you in jail
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because you opposed the war." She was simmering. "I didn't have to -"
"Please! I'm sorry, Lillian. I apologize for how I sounded. Maybe I've got
to relearn how to converse in a civilized manner. What I mean - hell, don't
you understand what I've been trying to tell you? Everything I did was
futile!"
"So you're now saying we shouldn't fight the system!"
"No. I'm trying to say that it doesn't make any difference. The system
rolls right along and will continue to exist in one form or another because
human beings make the system. It could be Dillingham yesterday, Madrone
today, me tomorrow. It comes out the same thing."
"It's not the same thing!" She began to cry inside her eyesockets, silent
tears, silent agonies, punishing tears. She was crying for me, for a hundred
pogroms, the Warsaw uprising, Buchenwald, Dachau, Jews in Israel and all the
murdered dead everywhere. "You make everything sound so ... so hopeless!"
"Please don't cry, Ullian." I drank deeply and signaled the barman.
"Oh we're sophisticated intellectuals," she mocked sarcastically. "Around
here no one cries anymore."
"Listen, please," I started again to unravel my brain. "To know that man
is a bag of shit is no real pain. But to discover this fact when we were brought
up to believe otherwise, when we convinced ourselves otherwise, that's the
real pain. It's the pain of our own weakness. We live to be betrayed first by
ourselves, then by others." She remained silent as I rapidly finished my drink.
I was parched. Fortunately a fresh drink appeared. "I made a big gesture,
that's all. Mine was an abbreviated revolution. But the actual rebels, the real
participants were people like Don Madrone and Jean Fox. They knew the
game and how to play it. They played both sides. What's terrible for us to
believe is that they knew more about our society than we did. They aren't
nice people, but they're more cunning. They're the spontaneous rebels with
pancake makeup ready for television cameras. I didn't know such convenient
tricks. I didn't understand po!itical prestidigitation. Jesus, I'm still sober
enough to say that last word!" I laughed and her face returned a patient
smile. I spoke quietly into the microscope of my amber glass. "I made a
mistake, Lillian. We're no better than the Madrones and Foxes, and the
Madrones and Foxes are no worse than all those Asians we fought during the
war."
Silence covered us with light shadows.
"Man is a bag of shit?" she asked plaintively.
"Yep."
"And Don Madrone with his handsome wheedling eyes may be elected
senator as a phony peace candidate while his phony rich wife makes her
phony speeches at phony woman's groups and the whole thing is nothing but
a phony merry-go-round. Is that it?"
"Not-so-merry-go-round. But yep. That's it."
"You didn't have to go to jail to learn that."
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"You're right. But the only time I began to truly learn anything was when
I tried to forget everything my father and school ever taught me."
She studied me intently, pink hands clutching her beer glass tightly.
"Our youth was played out on a jungle gym of radical cliches, Lillian. We
were childish Americans playing at European radicalism. It didn't work. We
all were so busy talking at each other we rarely said anything worthwhile.
What we didn't understand was that we weren't important, that people are no
longer important, and all our sincerities amounted to ... to nothing but ...
but a kind of human drool. It didn't matter whether the alleged enemy was
right or our country was right. In the long run ... what mattered ... what
really mattered was that none of the ordinary people on all sides amounted to
anything more than politically wasted garbage." Acid burned my throat and
the cold drink didn't help. I was one sad birthday closer to thirty and
unemployed.
She hesitated. "What are your plans?"
"Plans? I'll stay in San Francisco and then-"
"You can stay at my place." She blushed.
Sexually I was certain' she was electric, but I knew I couldn't approach this
well of human suffering, this urn for universal misery and sperm of grief. "No
thanks. I promise to keep in touch. You write great letters."
"Everything you've said ... here ... just now," she was fighting, I could
detect, trying to restrain herself, "if it's true ... then why . . . why ... did
you go through all that needless agony of jail? Why did you throw away a
possible career? Why did you cheat yourself of five years?,
My optic nerve twitched as I drank. "Maybe because I was stubborn?
Maybe because I wanted to be a hero? Sure, why not? Doesn't every soldier
want to be a hero? Maybe I wanted to be the great rebel hero? Maybe it was
all pretense?" Tense . . . tense . . . tense . . . echoed inside my hollow body
because she slapped my face. It was sturdy yet contained an element of
caress.
· "I don't believe you!"
The bartender, lifting his eyes from the Times Literary Supplement, our
fragmented universe of English graduates, busied himself bringing us another
round of drinks. His few customers were oblivious of us.
"I made a mistake, Lillian. I made a mistake. Can we leave it at that?"
She didn't answer but sipped her beer, white foam circling crimson lips. "I
don't know," she responded. "I thought I knew what we were doing during
those hectic years. But I don't know now ... today. I teach kids in this
phony town and they don't want to learn anything. I want to learn
something, but ... but how the hell can I learn anything when you reject the
questions? All I see are five years down the drain ..... "
"Down the drain."
"And that man is a bag of shit."
"Yep."
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We drank again dissel:ting each other's face for a trace of truth, until I had
to avoid falling into the terrifying well of her eyes.
··speaking of shit," she slurred a bit, ..Jean Fox-Madrone is parked outside
waiting for you. She just drove up. See? It's a bright red - red is still the
color of revolution, isn't it? - the brightest possible red, blood red Mercedes
convertible. At least that's what I think it is. I never was much good about
cars. I never was much good at philosophical games, either. I never was much
"Stop it, Lillian," I implored. "Don't be unfair to yourself."
..Go out and see her. Go ahead. Let me sit here. Finish my beer. Don't
worry. Go ahead. Please." She began to search inside her purse. "What am I
looking for? Oh, let me pay. Go ahead. Write me sometime."
Outside it was still sunless. Perhaps Lillian Markov would invent other
gods. That's a problem Jean Fox would never have. She sat in her imperial
pleasure car, on her throne. Yep, she was photogenic as ever, a goddess of
female art. Thinking back over our boy-girl misalliance, I couldn't recollect a
single sentence of meaning between us, as though we had been playing tennis
with fuzzy words. It had all been sex. To her sex was nothing more than a
collection of orgasms, but it just as well could have been a closet full of
dresses, a wall crammed with trophies, a gallery of pictures. Now she was
dressed in spotless white, very tennis and virginal chic. The new dove of
peace. ''Hey!" she yelled at me. She still had her girlish habit of waving
fmgers while talking. "Get your ass in here. Come on."
I stood outside her car and leaned on the door. From her kingdom Jean's
eyes ran over me. "You're pale and look soft."
"I came OYer to thank UDian for writing me and sending books. I never
heard from you or -''
"Yeah. WeD, thinp were really popping, you know. No shit. The scene was
really wild those days, what with the government cracking down and -"
I laughed. "Yep. It must have been hell."
She insisted. "Damn right! We had -"
"It doesn't matter now. I'm leaving in a few minutes. By the way, that's
quite a banner you've got up there."
She laughed from her belly. "Isn't it! Hell, Don's smarter than he looks.
He's pretty, too." She stopped. "Well ...man ... that's politics." She waved
her fmgers. "That's the way the old pe~dulum swings!"
I smiled. ''How's the swinging marriage?"
"To know him is to love him - and lose." She sparkled pearls of teeth.
"Come home with me and find out. Do you like to snort some white magic?
Anyway, after five years in the pen you must be dying for a good fuck."
"No thanks," I managed to say. "I'm afraid of venereal disease."
She glared acrimonious flintiness. "How would you like it, you bastard, if
my fucking husband is actually elected? Huh? That would prove he's a hell of
a better man than you!"
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"No. It would only prove that voters are dumb."
She frowned. "Let's cut this crap. Get in the car and I'll drive you some
place. Don't be an asshole. Come on." She anxiously waited, then couldn't
hold back her unique Schadenfreude. "Lillian is in love with you. Didn't you
know that? She always was in love with you. Maybe you were too dumb to
notice it. I always knew it. But she's a mouse and you're a jerk."
A tick needled my eyes and my groin ached. I said nothing. I didn't wish
to be drafted into any army or logomachy.
Abruptly she calmed down. "What are you doing now? I mean, since you
came out of that fucking prison? I'll bet you're composing music? Isn't that
it? You were always interested in becoming a composer, weren't you?"
"Yes, I compose music."
Jean gestured happily. "Are you coming?"
"No, I'm catching the next bus to San Francisco. Thanks, anyway. And I
sincerely hope your husband loses the election."
She shrugged. "Stupid." Her teeth clicked. ''There's the Golden Gate
Bridge. Go burn your bridges behind you."
I agreed. "Yes, you're absolutely right." I walked to the depot past flowers
whose names I had just discovered. The town was efflorescent with success.
Soon the bus coughed rudely, screeched painfully, moved forward, its dust
settling behind me like the stillness of a dream. My eyes burned. But as Lillian
had said, around here no one cries anymore.
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E was called misogynist; he was called an atheist; he was scorned and
ridiculed by his fellow dramatists; he was honored not in Athens but
in Macedonia where he died either tom apart by royal. hounds of his
benefactor Archelaus, or by women.l The clouds across the centuries are still
there concerning personal data but the mind of Euripides remains luminous,
intriguing readers of his dramas with questions whose answers still elude usformidable questions directed toward the nature of man and his place in the
universe. His was a moral quest, its geography the deep recesses of human
consciousness.
Seen in the context of his fourth c~ntury Greece, Euripides' quest, though
often compared with that of Socrates, was essentially different, and it is this
difference that commands our attention. Although both were cited as
skeptics. each did pursue value beyond the materialism and relativism of his
age. Dissatisfied with the orthodoxy of deity worship, Socrates comes to us
imbued with Platonic intuition into a universe of absolutes, the truth of
which was available to each man through a maieutic process. For the believer,
the way could be found to drink the hemlock, even gaily. For Euripides, no
amount of self-probing could produce such a transcendent certainty.
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The scene to him was indeed dismal. The Greeks, having attained a certain
sophistication and civilization, could still mindlessly commit atrocities,
including genocide against their hapless enemies, as witness their destruction
of Melos in 415 B.C. Generations of men who had worshiped deities in
human form had proven that such a habit produced terrifying results. The rise
of rational inquiries such as that of the Sophists who saw man as the measure
of value was equally disturbing to Euripides. He could agree that Socrates was
on the right track by suggesting that man pursue self-authentication, but for
Euripides this "self' which Socrates sought to define required broader
definition. For Socrates, only by logically defining and examining his
opinions and experiences could man arrive at any degree of certainty. Laws of
logic must be the tool, laws which suggest, for example, that if something is
good, it must be all good: that which is not good must be bad. Here was
exclusion; nothing could be good and bad at the same time. At this point, the
great realist Euripides hesitates. He examines a particular proposition: if man
is claimed rational, then according to the laws of logic, he cannot be
irrational. 'Man is rational,' comes the echo from all sides. Euripides pauses
and slowly replies. 'My Greek friend,' he says, 'and also my world companion
through time, mankind unfortunately cannot be so labelled. If we look at his
actions and his beliefs, if we strip him to his forked self, he must be labelled
more mad than sane. In all truth; man is probably as mad as a hatter.' So
Euripides' quest begins.
A study of his plays, whose main characters are primarily women, leads
one to believe that he saw (as William James was to see later) "that traditional
rationalism had and would always face in the wrong direction."2 The flux of
sensible experience, itself, rather contains a rationality that has been overlooked. Perhaps "the remedy consisted in harking back to it more intelligently and not advancing into the opposite direction to pseudo-rationality,
i.e., the supposed absolute point of view ."3 Reality wore everyday dress, had
grimey elbows and tangled hair; it was this arena that might offer the long
sought glimmerings of truth.
Euripides' decision to use worn~ as his main characters was indeed a
deliberate one, intended to enlarge the dramatic canvas of his peers with the
purpose of untangling a moral puzzle that was obviously no puzzle at all. The
Apollonian cult which had been a strong influence in Greek thought had
emphasized to the point of worship the rational male image, more often than
not in an aggressive role. He could well ask if the worship of such an image
had not wrought incalculable harm. Human nature had somehow forgotten
about the tenderer human virtues.
Robert Graves in The White Goddess speaks of the "late Minoan times
when invaders from Central Asia began to substitute patrilinear institutions
and remodel or falsify the myths to justify the social changes." 4 The rational
Greek philosophers added to the problem by opposing traditional magical
poetry with their religion of logic. They deified their patron Apollo, resulting
in a fragmented human experience fixed into intellectual labels which has
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since been the temple of truth for man. Graves warns that man should keep in
harmony with the "family of living creatures among which he was born, by
obedience to the wishes of the lady of the house;s not turn the house upside
down by "capricious" experiments in science and philosophy. Ewipides had
earlier spoken to deaf ears when he warned his world of its worship of
masculine, aggressive pursuits- while ignoring its 'Jungian' shadow.
In reviewing Euripides' key dramas, one should be aware that a character
does not necessarily express the convictions of the author. One can and
should, however, pay attention to the repetition of certain themes, the
quality of certain silences and the dire urgency of certain supplications as
indications of the author's attitudes. Euripides in so often using women as his
main characters beckons us to follow him on a quest that might shadow forth
the outlines of a moral view and might even quell forever the myth that he was
finally torn apart by women, or that he was a misogynist, or that he was a
satirist of women.
In Medea, battle wages continuously between man and woman, passion and
reason (or pseudo-reason), and between Greek "civilization" and its primitve
past. Basically, the play is a study in repression and the catastrophe attendant
upon such repression. Medea, the embodiment of the magical, intuitive,
creative forces in man, reveals herself finally as the Jungian shadow of Jason
and sails off triumphantly in the chariot, carrying the sad trophies of her
victory. Formerly of Colchis, Medea had, as she states early in the play, been
loyal to Jason, murdering her own brother so that he could attain the Golden
Fleece and seeing to it that his uncle Pelias was cut into many pieces by his
unsuspecting daughters so that Jason could attain advancement. In Corinth,
exiled because of such wild behavior, Jason tries his own hand at advancement and marries the daughter of the king of Corinth. The nurse, commenting on Jason's defection from Medea's side, is right when she says of her
mistress: "She will never put up with the treatment she is getting." Medea,
stunned and outraged by Jason's action laments, "My friends, I only want to
die. It was everything to me to think well of one man, and he, my own
husband, has turned out wholly vile."
It was Jason's peculiar kind of vileness that Ewipides was fond of probing
- the kind of vileness attendant upon casual acts supported by opportunism,
insensitivity, and a masculine type of impersonality made honorable by
generations of male dominance. Jason, having accepted most willingly
Medea's passionate, if violent help, now wants none of her dark foreign ways.
And she cannot comprehend his coldness: "For this is my position, hated by
my friends at home, I have, in kindness to you, made enemies of others
whom there was no need to have injured." Jason now would deny her helping
hand: "My view is that Cypris was alone responsible of men and gods for the
preserving of my life." He further informs her that she needs no children, and
it would benefit him if he did good to those he has. Telling her of his plans to
take their children to live with him and his new wife, he asks, "Do you think
that this is a bad plan? You wouldn't if the love question hadn't upset you."
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The Chorus offers an eloquent rejoinder to this type of accusation: "Flow
backward to your sources, sacred rivers, and let the world's great order be
reversed. It is the thoughts of men that are deceitful, their pledges that are
loose." The thrusts of Jason's arguments deal primarily with Medea's passion.
She is a danger to him with her wild unbridled sorcery; she is too involved
with sex. "If your life at night is good, you think you have everything; but if
in that quarter things go wrong, you will consider your best and truest
interests most hateful."
Thus repulsed, scorned for the very qualities which first gained Jason's
attention, and stripped of her identity as a part of his world, Medea's revenge
knows no limits. She is the psychic energy of which J ung speaks which must
be acknowledged lest dire calamity results. In his essay "On the Psychology
of the Unconscious," Jung speaks of the individual having to learn that
so-called "disposable energies" are not his to dispose. When certain energy is
repressed, no tension of opposites can result, and the life flow cannot achieve
fulfillment. Consciousness seeks its opposite and must not be denied.
Mankind can only thrive when spirit and instinct are in right harmony. If
Medea became Jason's neurosis, she was also his ruling genius. Without her, he
loses all. Jason's Greek civilization, his pseudo-rational approach to experience, and his will to power proved inadequate in coming to terms with his
destiny. As Jung states,
No matter how beautiful and perfect man may believe his reason to be,
he can always be certain that it is only one of the possible mental
functions, and covers only that one side of the phenomenal world
which corresponds to it. But the irrational, that which is not agreeable
to reason, rings it about on all sides. And the irrational is likewise a
psychological function - in a word, it is the collective unconscious;
whereas the rational is essentially tied to the conscious mind.G

So balanced in the play is the suffering of Medea against the coldness of
Jason that the last scene does not produce the horror which wouid ordinarily
be experienced. From her chariot on high Medea looks down on Jason's grief:
"In this land of Corinth I shall establish a holy feast and sacrifice
Each year forever to atone for the blood guilt.
And I myself go to the land of Erechtheus ...
While you, as is right, will die without distinction,
Struck on the head by a piece of the Argo's timber,
And you will have seen the bitter end of my love."
In The Trojan Women, Euripides - depressed by the wanton cruelty
displayed by the Greek cities against one another, with neither victor nor
enemy showing concern for human suffering - begins the drama with the
whimsically motivated gods surveying the doomed and destroyed city of
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Troy. Poseidon had affection for the Phrygians' city which smolders now,
fallen before the Argive spears. ruined, sacked, gutted. He notes that .. the will
of Argive Hera and Athene won its way against my will. Between them, they
broke Troy." Athene then abruptly turns her hatred from the Trojans to the
Achaeans because her temple had been outraged: Ajax had forcibly taken
Cassandra there and .. the Achaeans did nothing. They did not even speak.''
The scene is a study in irony, directed by Euripides towards the type of
justifications pursued by conquering heroes from ancient times to the present
(his present was 415 B.C., when the horrendous example was the neutral city
of Melos, which, having refused to join the Athenian alliance, was beseiged.
Upon capitulation it witnessed the death of all grown males and the
enslavement of the women and children.) The Trojan Women dramatized
Euripides' questioning of the peculiar glory that was Greece.
Although not considered to be one of his better structured dramas, The
Trojan Women nevertheless achieves its goal. It might well be called an early
Mother Courage. The tone of the dirge-like scenes of women victimized by
war creates a motif of singular intensity, where the tragic flaw is man's lack of
awareness about his own inner forces. The gods Euripides presents are indeed
whimsical, contrary, inconsistent. They are the creatures of man's ignorance.
Mechanically, man has worshipped what his aggressive instincts find convenient to worship; mechanically, he continues his aggression which feeds on
his will to power.
The parade of victims is endless. Talthypius, the messenger of doom for
the conquering heroes, tells the women whose slaves they will become:
Hecuba to Odysseus; Andromache to the son of Achilles; Cassandra to
Agammenon. Minor tragedies include the death of Polyxena at the tomb of
Achilles and the murder of the young son of Hector and Andromache.
Hecuba collapses when Cassandra is taken away. "0 gods! What wretched
things to call on - gods! for help although the decorous action is to invoke
their aid when all our hands lay hold on is unhappiness." The orgy of cruelty
continues, blasting any vestige of hope. Andromache envies the dead
Polyxena, ... keep no secret deception in my heart, sweet though it be to
dream - that I shall ever be happy anymore." The final hope for the survival
of Troy glimmers and is extinguished when Hecuba, thinking that Hector's
son may be saved to live with Andromache and her master, discovers that he,
too, is to be destroyed.
The question is whether man can. control his actions or is controlled by
forces beyond his control. In a scene toward the end of the play, Helen in
trying to regain Menelaus' support, speaks of the initial event which brought
her to Troy: ··call him any name you will. Paris? Or Alexander? or the spirit
of blood to haunt this woman? ... Why did I do it? What made me run away
from home with the stranger, and betray my country and my hearth?"
Menelaus accuses Helen of speaking of Aphrodite for pure show and wishes
her to be stoned to death. He then decides to take her home for possible
execution to teach women to live more temperately. The adverb is well
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chosen by Euripides, for in the next scene Talthypius returns with the dead
body of the child Astyanax laid on Hector's shield. Hecuba turns on them
after seeing the last hope for Troy murdered: "Achaeans! All your strength is
in your spears, not in the mind. What were you afraid of that it made you kill
this child so savagely?"
The final scene strips the war motif to its senseless horror (suggested in the
first scene when the gods acted through whim alone). Priam's city is to be
burnt to ashes and carried away by the wind. There is no fmal recognition
scene in which a tragic hero praises a transcendent order for restoring him to
sanity after his erring ways. There is only recognition of man's need to gain
knowledge of himself before his world is total chaos. If order is restored
within, possibly there will be realized an unseen law at work in the universe.
The play Alcestis makes an interesting exposition of the pomposity in
certain male egos. Admetus willingly allows his wife, Alcestis, to die for him
even after his father tells him that he was born to live his own life, whether
"miserable or fortunate." But it is in the drama Helen that Euripides
tantalizes his audience with the first semantic handbook on the meaning of
meaning, the frrst step up the ladder of self-authentication. Is identity the
mirage assembled by authority, by education, by social strata, by our peers,
by rumor and opinion? Who are we? Without knowing, a moral quest is an
exercise for idiots, Euripides infers. Helen? A whore, princess, demi-goddess,
a wife, the list goes on. And Menelaus? Cuckolded husband, prince, hero,
brutal avenger and bloodletter, wandering husband! Each is used to strip the
other of identitie.s created by others - past myth, past marching heroes, past
rationalizations to the ragged, forked creature called man. Euripides beckons
us and shakes his head in sad laughter.
In the opening scene Helen appears not in Troy but in Egypt in the house
of Proteus, having been spirited away by Hermes. Hera, angry that Paris did ·
not give the prize of beauty to her, gave to Paris only a likeness of Helen.
Helen states that "the Phrygians fought for me (except it was not I but my
name only.)" Removed from the battle, she is still witness to its effects, frrst
in the person of Teucer, a friend of.Menelaus who has lost his way from the
war. He remarks to her about her likeness to another Helen. "May the gods
grant you the grace your kindness has deserved. You wear the bodily shape of
Helen, but you have a heart that is not hers. Wide is the difference. May she
die miserably, never see Eurotes stream again. But may you, lady, always
prosper well." She warns him away from an Egypt not friendly to aliens and
then wonders aloud to the Chorus about her own difficult role, being
betrothed to someone she does not love. "What is this destiny on which I am
fastened? Was I born a monster among mankind? No woman, neither in Greece,
not yet in Barbary is hatched from the white envelope that contains young
birds, yet thus Leda bore me to Zeus, or so they say." Her role is a sensitive
one, not the vain, calculating Helen seen in other contexts. She laments for
Troy - its ruin, she fears, the result of her role, imagined though it is. "But
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my body's beauty ruined the castle of the Dardanians, ruined all the perished
Achaeans."
Menelaus comes upon the scene with evidence of the bravado expected
from Greek heroes, even though he is ragged and dirty when he appears
before the portress:
Menelaus: Now go inside and take the message to your master.
Portress: I shall smart for it if I take a message from you.
Menelaus: I am a shipwrecked foreigner of high degree ....
The portress tells him he is bothersome, and even though he may have been a
great man elsewhere, he is not one here.
Menelaus: God, what a loss of station, and how undeserved.
Portress: Your eyes are wet with tears. Tell me why are you sad?
Menelaus: Thinking of all my happiness in times gone by.

As the play progresses, Helen assumes the dominant role, ultimately saving
Menelaus from certain death. She further serves as Euripides' vehicle to probe
the motives which prompt men to go to war. She witnesses Menelaus
tenaciously holding to his role of conquering hero and his belief that he did
possess the real Helen. He complains bitterly of his plight: ''Of all the evils in
my distressed plight, this is the worst, that I myself a king should have to ask
other kings for sustenance." She convinces him that there is a reality far
different from the one he assumes. First, he must realize that he went to war
for a myth. "It was an image of me. I never went to Troy." He is unbelieving.
"And what artificer makes bodies live and breathe?" She later answers. "My
name could be in many places where I was not."
When the servant asks him if Helen is not mistress of sorrows for the men
of Troy, he makes a difficult admission. "She is not. We were swindled by the
gods. We had our hand upon an idol of the clouds." The servant asks if it was
for a cloud - for nothing- that they did all that work. At length the servant
admits that "the best prophet is common sense, our native wit."
Theonoe, in the role of the prophetress who allows for the escape of Helen
and Menelaus speaks in terms of moral justice: "For all men in the world
below and in the world above must pay for acts committed here. The mind of
those who have died, blown into the immortal air, immortally has knowledge,
though all life is gone." At length when Menelaus is about to sail from Egypt,
he has become a man humanized by his ordeals and willing to speak in more
sincere terms: "I have heard. 0 Gods, much said of you. I have heard good
and hard things also. I do not deserve bad luck forever, but to walk with
upright stride. Grant me this one grace. It will make me happy all my life."
Is the problem of identity answered in the play? The answer appears to lie
in the area of inner authority rather than outer. Menelaus is a ridiculous
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figure marching to war for a mirage, an idol, a figment of his imagination; he
is even more ridiculous being pompous about his role as king. His last lines are
authentic; he seeks to preserve his life with a certain decorum; the time for
illusions and delusions is over. He is Menelaus; a man hoping that at last he
can walk "upright." Helen is there to aid him. As their boat sets out to sea,
they have each other, their intelligence, and a hope for grace. The search for
survival continues.
The list of plays whose titles bear female names is proof of Euripides'
fascination with the role of women as revealors of the nature of the human
mind. He was a psychologist, viewing the human spectrum on a broader
canvas than his predecessors. He was aware of civilization whose glory was as
blinding as its defects were depressing, for the Periclean Age was indeed a
high water mark in man's ascent. Although spared witnessing the fall of
Athens by his death, Euripides had already felt it necessary to speculate on
the fall of man were he to continue the pseudo-rational, partriarchal
domination over his environment that had marked generations of Greeks and
was to mark western civilization for centuries. His use of women was not to
promote a feminist movement so much as to suggest that man had seen
himself not as he actually was, but rather as he prided himself on being. The
Medeas, the Helens, the Hecubas, the Alcestes shine as beacons for what man
is capable of being - inner directed, compassionate, creative, sincere.
Fortunately for us, the language of Euripides still rings with a force scarcely
dimmed by time because his words held the very magic that he sought to
reintroduce to m.an's awareness, deeply embedded but not entirely forgotten.
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The Stoic Philosophy
and
Shakespeare's
Troilus and Cressida

Hawley C. Taylor

I

the waning years of Greek culture, the Roman Stoa took
possession of Aristotle's grove and subsequently became the acknowledged successor of late ancient ethical thought. Many eminent
Greek and Roman writers contributed to the ultimate conception of Stoic
moral philosophy. But it was the untiring Cicero who confirmed the major
Stoic ideals by solemnizing the classic virtues of temperance, wisdom,
courage, and justice. These, the cardinal principles of Stoicism, Cicero
discusses in one of his most influential essays, De Officiis: "Now everything
good," he says, "arises from one of four categories," and he explains to
Marcus, his son, how the genuine form of the "good" according to Stoic
doctrine is subsumed under these four ethical terms.l
N
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Through Ckero ·s prolifil: writings. Stoicism l:ame to be recognized by
Renaissance observers as worthy of the highest reaches of ancient philosophical speculation. It was the finest
and final - chapter of pagan moral
thought. A somewhat indifferent thinker himself. Cicero's extensive letters
and essays made him the laureate purveyor of the late Roman Stoa, and De
Officiis is still one of his most widely read and representative works. What it
taught the Renaissance cannot be overestimated. That it was studied at least
in part by Shakespeare is almost certain.2
Medieval historians examined closely the relationship between moral
personality and the duties inherent in the state ··- ground that was explored
systematically by the Stoics. Their conclusions provided the emerging
European nation-states with those concepts which later came to shape
Renaissam.-e political and social theory: Roman ideas of the lex naturae, the
ius naturale, and the ius gentium. These formulations were disseminated
across civilized Europe to the extent that an Elizabethan, although he may
not have read Cicero, nevertheless indirectly felt the weight of his Stoic
doctrines. The impress of his spirit formed the cornerstone of Roman
humanitas. the origin of European humanism.3
The Stoic system is primarily a mode of conduct.4 Heroism, for instance,
consists precisely in choosing the ethical maxims of the Stoa, for only by
adopting this value system does it become possible to live as a man should. It
is not an easy path, nor is it (in the late Stoa) a path ofretirement and
seclusion. To live by the Stoa means to govern one's character in agreement
with the only precepts that guarantee harmony with nature. Not valor on the
battlefield, not glory in possessions - these may come to the Stoic - but
they are adventitious, never primary. They may occur as a result of living by
Stoic maxims, but the genuinely heroic consists in pursuing a way of life in
adherence with the cardinal virtues. This alone makes it possible to achieve
independence. This alone, Cicero tells us, is choosing the heroic. And it is this
that Shakespeare examines in Troi/us and Cressida, his retelling of the Trojan
·
War.
The Trojan War offers abundant dramatic and thematic material for noble,
heroic, and tragic actions, both for the playwright and for the Stoic moralist.
Far from being a handicap to Shakespeare's purposes, as some critics have
argued. the Trojan conflict is a libretto ready-made for explicit moral
orchestration. It was considered so in the ancient world. No episode from
ancient myth and history offers comparable matter for representing the very
tenor of the supreme Stoic virtues, a fact that the Stoics themselves
recognized. Greek epic and tragedy al-ike are in large part built upon the
traditions inherited from the Greek and Trojan conflict. Later, Cicero and
other Roman authors, the teachers of the Renaissance, drew from the same
source.
The saga of the Trojan War. however, was not exclusively a literary
phenomenon. Ancient Rome framed out of epic saga and Stoic philosophy a
statement of Realpolitik. not merely a patriotic literary adjuvant for the glory
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of Rome (as some critics have interpreted the Aeneid). Aeneas introduced the
political framework and related moral imperatives that would culminate in a
universal empire built upon the ethics of the system that Cicero gave up his
·
life to defend.S
Thus the political mission of Rome was understood by its spokesmen as a
literary, philosophical, and historical nexus, a nexus sometimes overlooked in
attempts to grasp the Roman-Renaissance ambience. The triumphs of that
mission and its eventual downfall were of inordinate interest to English
historians who saw in the destiny of Greece and Rome a paradigm of the
moral law in action, and a lesson and a warning for their own tirnes.s Hence
the popularity of De Officiis, which was justly considered a defmitive
exposition of Stoic ideas.
To summarize it this way ignores the complexities of historical development and the intricacies of philosophical influences, but it stands as an
allowable generalization describing the pragmatic marriage of virtue and
power. The political greatness of Rome had, in Cicero's opinion, a historical
basis and a historical destiny. That destiny was guaranteed by the virtues
formulated in the Roman Stoa: courage, temperance, wisdom and justice.
In Troilus and Cressida Shakespeare openly violates each of the ethical
goods Cicero honors in Stoic philosophy. Each is forged into an ugly
counterfeit of what the Renaissance traditionally regarded as the moral
source of Roman cultural and political supremacy. In this play justice
becomes the iniquity of indefensible ·bloodshed; temperance is transformed
into the gluttony of, among others, Cressida and Pandarus; wisdom becomes
the inanity of several characters, chiefly Ajax; and courage degenerates into
the cowardice of Achilles and Thersites. These corruptions, with appalling
permutations, furnish the Grundloge for the frequently observed cynicism of
the play. Moreover the cynicism is warranted, for Shakespeare has openly
counterpoised the moral atrophy in Troilus ond Cressida against the almost
universally respected Stoic system.
No other play by Shakespeare so throngs with failures, especially failures
drawn from the ranks of heroes and nobility - that is, those for whom the
Stoic ideals were an indentured service. Hence Shakespeare's dramatization of
the corruption of ancient values suggests a moral focus, an ethical perspective,
upon the play.7 The action in Troi/us and Cressida constitutes a deliberate
inversion of the Stoic system.s It frames an attack upon the ideal of conduct
that represented to Renaissance spokesmen the ancient world at the pinnacle
of its ethical achievement, and the derogation of which signified its inevitable
decay and destruction.9
This is not to argue that for Shakespeare Stoicism was a settled conviction,
or that his major source of moral philosophy was unquestionably Cicero. It is
not necessary to make either assumption to justify Cicero's importance in the
history of Renaissance ethical thought, or in Shakespeare's in particular, for
Cicero, either directly or through intermediaries, remained the principal
publicizer of Roman Stoicism.! o
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For Cicero the mmallaw is derived from nature: it is consequently binding
upon all peoples. not Trojans or Greeks alone. Stoic philosophers conceived
the ideal of an empire based upon the four cardinal virtues. This was one of
the major visions of ancient political thought. and it clearly invalidates the
causes. if not the very eJ•ent. of the Trojan War. Certainly Shakespeare does
nothing to support the ancient conflict: he may not be attacking war in itself,
but he is condemning the attendant injustice and dishonesty.
If this were not enough. Shakespeare has developed an ancillary plot
which, because of its subject. is an affront to the very dignity of Homer's
1/illd. Although sanctioned by medieval legend, the Cressida theme, especially
as Shakespeare treats it, is incongruous both aesthetically and ethically with
the entire moral tenor of Homer's epic. The artistic violence committed upon
Homer is almost incomprehensible, even by medieval standards. Yet Shakespeare has committed this violence by unfolding the legend of Troilus and
Cressida (or the post-Chaucerian version of it) within the plot of the Iliad.
These are the problems of the drama and cannot be ignored. The turpitude
of the characters must be measured against the expectations of an historically
recognized ideal. Thus by force of tradition, the play demands at least the
ornaments of epic treatment (despite medieval denigrations and alterations),
but in this puzzling re-enactment of the Trojan War, only the fragments of a
fallen nobility appear. In short, an ethical abyss separates the real from the
ideal in this play: the action depicts a moral no-man's-land of lost illusions.
There were, undeniably, adequate antecedents for the unheroic shape of
Shakespeare's drama. Boccaccio and Chaucer provided the Cressida theme,
polished off by Henryson's morbid Testament of Cresseid. And the sources of
the Troy theme, from Homer to Lydgate, and then Caxton's Recuye/le and
Chapman's incomplete translations supplied Shakespeare with a variety of
established attitudes towards the plot. Chapman's translation alone furnished
him witl, much of the epic's grandeur and stretches of its plot.
But Shakespeare ignores the grandeur. He has allowed an unheroic
periphrasis to dominate Troilus and Cressida. More, he has intensified it.
.:ihakespeare's plot differs significantly from both the standard classical and
the standard medieval models. His conception of Ajax, for example, (which
originates in Book XIII of the Metamorphoses) is both non-classical and
non-medieval. Ulysses, by and large, is consistent with the characterization in
Homer's epics but not with the countless derogatory later versions. Achilles'
character is worse in Shakespeare than.anywhere else.l2 In brief, Shakespeare
refused to follow an accepted literary tradition. No available recension
prepares us for the play as we have it.
For example, Achilles fails as a courageous warrior because of his shameful
murder of Hector: similarly, he fails as a friend to Patroclus, at least in the
spirit of Homer's conception of friendship (which is also Aristotle's, Cicero's,
and Montaigne's conception) because the relationship between Achilles and
Patroclus, on the evidence, is homosexual.
Hector fails as the protector of Ilium when, in the Trojan council, he easily
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capitulates to the ductile rhetoric adopted by Paris and Troilus as justification
for pursuing the campaign against the Greeks. Ulysses fails as a decisive
advisor to the Greek forces, but for less damaging reasons. Despite the
persuasiveness of his great degree speech, Achilles is brought back into the
battle only because of Patroclus' death, not because of Ulysses' stratagems.
Helen fails as a justifmble or even a prima facie cause for continuing the war.
Agamemnon is incapable of leading his factious troops. Cressida fails as a
faithful mistress, Troilus fails as a successful lover, while Ajax fails simply as a
thinking human being. A remark by Cressida gives us a valuable choric
interpretation of the conflict: "They that have the voice oflions and the act
of hares, are they not monsters?" she asks (III.ii.81-83).13
Cressida's question takes us to the heart of Stoicism and to Shakespeare's
vision of its betrayal. For Cicero harmony with nature is a fundamental
doctrine. The demands of reason and the laws of nature are identical. It is not
necessary to consult the metaphysical basis of Stoic thought to understand
the source of this identity. It is sufficient to realize that departure from
reason is, in nuce, a deviation also from nature (both human nature and the
Stoic World Spirit); in brief, it is a perversion, a monstrosity, as Cressida calls
it. Moreover nature and reason (or what Milton would later call ''right
reason"), vera ratio, stand in opposition to the senses.l4 To live according to
nature is not to follow the promptings of passion, the excitations of feeling,
for these run counter to a rational nature, to recta ratio, and to the World
Spirit in which nature participates. · To live otherwise is unnatural and
produces monsters, not heroes.
To follow nature, then, in the Stoic manner means to develop moral
potentialities, the rationallnnerlichkeit which human beings possess by virtue
of being a part of nature. Only by husbanding the innate capacity for virtue
in agreement with the discriminations imposed by reason do men and women
become self-reliant and free, and therefore in harmony with themselves and
with the "outer" world, the cosmos.
Morality, in other words, is not simply an ascetic posture. For the Stoic, it
is vital conformity with the laws of·all-rational nature. The seminal ideas of
Shakespeare's degree speech {l.ili.75-137), therefore, go back almost as far as
Homer. It is a compendium of observations on the design manifested in a
rational cosmos, the summa summarum, a central Renaissance concept, and
one that seems to mean as much to Sh3kespeare as it does to Cicero.
The degree speech is the intellectual touchstone for the whole play
because it provides a philosophical compass for all its complex ideas; it is a
product of one of the essential phases of Greek thought from Pythagoras to
Plato. On an elementary level the speech describes a coherent world in which
rank and order prevail.
The play dramatizes a world in which the moral order characterized by the
degree speech is diverted, cracked and deracinated. But the vision of that
disorder is more involved than most readers realize. The philosophical conflict
is not one of a frail and helpless ideal thrown to the rude clutches of
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unscrupulous and merciless men at war. And the love affair is more than a
romantic vignette sketched within an incidental retelling of the Trojan
conflict, as if Shakespeare had nothing better to do. The two themes, the
Trojan War and the love story, are united. They are united primarily by the
pandering motif - which signifies failure to act, and therefore loss of Stoic
self-reliance. They are united by the necessity of the major characters to rely
upon agents, go-betweens, pimps, for carrying out their actions: for Pandarus to woo Cressida, the Myrmidons to slaughter Hector, and so forth. But
there is no room in "the specialty of rule" for pandering, as Shakespeare
demonstrates.
Degree implies controlled function; it presupposes the capacity to act, and
to act purposefully, in full awareness of one's station and duty. But in this
play no one is willing to live by the rules laid down by Ulysses. No one has
the self-reliance to do so. Ulysses' speech, which states the center of gravity
of the Roman .Stoic standard of behavior, is systematically ignored. That is
the ultimate lesson of this long and puzzling passage.
The characters in Troilus and Cressida do not simply err, they do not
merely violate their position in the chain of being. This is what sets them apart.
In fact, they are scarcely capable of making a mistake at all, so impotent are
they in the ordinary sense of doing evil. For example, Hector chooses the
wrong path in the Trojan council when he advises war, but with an utter
insouciance, with an intellectual and emotional abandon, that completely
belies awareness of moral conflict or ethical misgivings. His tergiversation is
probably the most remarkable volte face in all literature. He does not really
choose a course of action, for he has no conception of absolute values, and
hence no understanding of the degrees of priority involved in his choice.
Ulysses' world- which is Cicero's world- is foreign to him. He respects only
a primitive code designed to preserve one's repute. He speaks of values and
honor, as does everyone else, but recognizes none. He is in touch with none,
for he deals only with "agents" of honor.
Similarly Cressida's conduct with the Greeks reveals a moral indifference
almost as callous as Hector's. She capitulates to the Greeks with no ethical
conflict and no genuine moral debate (albeit with some initial protestation).
She reveals no awareness of rank, priority, standard or degree. Nor is there for
any of the other characters, for they too must, in keeping with the pandering
theme, employ go-betweens, agents.
Pandarus' management of the affair between Troilus and Cressida is
another travesty of the ideals explicated by Shakespeare's Ulysses; it is the
most telling violation of degree in the whole play. It reduces both characters,
as Thersites never tires of telling us, to the level of bawds and pimps. And we
must listen to Thersites. His sensitivity to the destruction of Stoic values is
acute and forcefully expressed. Further, Troilus and Cressida represent only
one antithesis of Stoic virtues. Although the plot calls for princes, kings and
generals, nearly everyone in the play notably falls short of fulfilling his
mythological quest, his legendary purpose - the ideal (usually Stoic) for
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which he was celebrated in the ancient world. Thersites makes it clear that a
heroic drama about kings and princes at war is really about persons who only
succeed in playing the roles of hares and monsters. As he points out, most of
the major figures of this drama require a panderer - an intermediary, a
catalyst for action. No one is capable of pursuing his own wishes, unaided, to
the point of fulftllment.
This resourceless behavior leads not only to frustration but to failure. In
terms of the logic of the Stoic ethical system, it must inescapably lead, pro re
nJlta, as Cressida saw, to monsters, for it is unnatural, distorts degree and
militates against self-reliance. This is a world bereft of its raison d'~tre, a
world that bespeaks the wisdom of Pythagoras but pursues the methods of
Attila.
The degree speech emphasizes order, restraint and wisdom - qualities
celebrated by Cicero. It represents a coherent cosmos manifested in the
affairs of mankind and rejects the passion that is "the common curse of
mankind, folly and ignorance" (II.iii.25). Ulysses' description of the chain of
being is shrewd and impressive in its embodiment of classic and traditional
wisdom, but he fails by employing this wisdom to further a cause devoid of
justice - the war against Troy, which is fought for a "placket."l5 As Cicero
remarks, quoting Plato, "knowledge separate from justice should be called
cleverness rather than wisdom." (p. 31). Ulysses resorts to trickery to lure
Achilles back into the ranks. And trickery, shrewdness, deviousness (attributes the Greeks themselves assigned to Odysseus as early as the fifth
century)!& are n!)t equivalent to wisdom, for they lack the Stoic virtue of
justice.
Menelaus cannot fight for the retrieval of his own placket, Helen; Agamemnon cannot lead his army; Hector cannot advise his people wisely;
Ulysses cannot provide his superiors with useful counsel; Helen cannot justify
the war; Achilles cannot fight in the manner expected of a hero. And Troilus
cannot conduct his own wooing: "I stalk about her door/Like a strange soul
upon the Stygian banks/Staying for waftage. 0, be thou my Charon"
(IIUi.7-9). This is where the "lion's .voice and the hare's act" theme is most
dramatically developed. Pandarus is a grotesque Charon wafting the eager
Troilus ironically to the bloodless land of the unhappy and sexless shades,
where the dead are (a fme touch) like Dido. Any Elizabethan with Latin
would automatically make this conriection. It is a masterpiece of inconspicuous irony .1 1
In III.ii. Troilus learns that after many frustrating delays he is about to
rendezvous with Cressida. He fears the relish of his anticipated love will be
"Too subtle, potent, tuned too sharp in sweetness/For the capacity of my
ruder powers." (11Iji.22-3). Not only has Troilus all along been unable to
manage his own campaign of wooing, but at the moment of the long awaited
embrace with Cressida he finds himself so overwhelmed by his passionate
expectations that he falters: "My heart beats thicker than a feverous
pulse,/ And all my powers do their bestowing lose" (III.ii.34-5). In Troilus and
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Cressida the voice of the lion is heard stridently and repeatedly, but we see
only the hares, crying for their pimps. Their bombast and futile rhetoric are
based upon a false evaluation of reality. Thus the Trojan War is not a glorious
enterprise; thus Helen is not worth fighting for; thus Hector and Achilles are
not great warriors, nor is Ulysses a grand master of strategy. And Troilus is
not a great lover.
The Stoics stated that our pleasures must always be moderated by a sense
of what is proper, by a mens conscia recti. Again, in De Officiis Cicero states:
The passions must be made to obey reason and neither outrun nor lag
behind it because of laziness or cowardice; they should be calm and free
of every mental anxiety; this state of the soul will permit a display of
complete stability and self control. (p. 47).
Clearly, Troilus' infatuation with Cressida has interfered with his duties. He
has passed beyond the bounds of moderation, of temperance. The opening
lines of the play emphasize the waywardness of his behavior:
Call here my varlet, I '11 unarm again.
Why should I war without the walls of Troy
That find such cruel battle here within:
(l.i.l-3)
This is not simply a moonstruck lad pining for his lady. It is Troilus, "valiant
offspring of great Priam us," brother of the mighty Hector, and a member of
the Trojan high command - "Manly as Hector, but more dangerous."
It is his highest duty to defend Ilium against the attacking Greeks; that is
the pressing reality he faces. But when the play opens, he is laying down his
arms because his thoughts dwell compulsively on Cressida. His actions cannot
be interpreted otherwise than as a dereliction of duty. He is the first character
in the play to deserve the strictures on responsibility developed later by
Ulysses in the degree speech, and Troilus' is the first speech of the play.
Pandarus enters, and in lines almost stichomythic in their severity takes
Troilus through the steps of his pursuit of Cressida. It is an elaborate parallel
involving the sequential acts of grinding, bolting, leavening, and so on, the
cake. The extended comparison with baking, so mundane compared with the
affairs of war (or love), accentuates t~e ordinariness of Troilus' interests, the
unheroic nature of the passion that has compelled him to neglect his office.
To liken, furthermore, Troilus' source of dereliction with tasting and eating
(imagery that runs throughout the play) underlines the obviously appetitive
attributes of Troilus' mind.
Troilus has violated his responsibilities and recto ratio but all for nothing.
When Troilus becomes aware of Cressida's love for Diomedes, his hatred for
the Greeks and his thirst for revenge manifest themselves, and he throws
himself into the fight against the enemy with an intensity that overmasters
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any he might have felt for Cressida. Unregenerated, unenlightened, he renews
the battle over a worthless woman. Consequently at the end of the play
Troilus, an archetype in spite of himself, has become another Menelaus
ignominiously warring after a runaway wife. In this declension, Shakespeare
makes Cressida another Helen, and Diomedes another Paris, and so on. The
old errors are repeated, the old hatreds are resumed, and the ancient outrages
are brought back to purge humanity. The characters have merely altered their
names, not their identities. This is consonant with the cyclic view of history
entertained by Cicero and certain other Stoic philosophers.1s It is a portrait
of a pointless world, once again ruled by hatred, not love; a world governed
by procurors, not degree. In Thersites' language, "All the argument is a whore
and a cuckold." (II.iii.68-9).
Thus when the drama begins, Troilus is abandoning his arms because of
Cressida, and when it ends, he is putting them on again because of Cressida.
Both actions, in addition to being futile, are prompted solely by passions. In
neither episode is Troilus concerned with Stoic justice or wisdom or the
overriding issues of the war. His conduct is exclusively determined by his own
lusts. He lacks the mettle of a hero, a point Shakespeare seems to underscore
by placing the Trojan War motif between the onset and the conclusion of
Troilus' shabby love affair. It is the moral frame of reference for the entire
action.
Shakespeare has chosen and integrated his plots carefully. The love affair is
not simply an episode within the larger canvas of heroic conflict, but rather,
the directing ethical scheme of the canvas itself. As noted earlier, there is a
unity in the two plots of Trol/us and Cressida, the unity of the Stoic's moral
vision. The standard of moral behavior established by Ulysses in the degree
speech states the ethical norm of the action. All else is a prostitution of that
norm, manifestly through the plundering of Stoic virtues.l9
At the temple of Apollo in Delphi were inscribed the words "Know Thyself," "(Vwlh oeaurov. This is also a Stoic gnome - scito te ipmm, a quality
missing in Troilus and Cressida. The primary exception is Ulysses, whom the
Stoics considered a model of ideal behavior, the complete homo viator. Cicero
discusses him in his most philosophical essay, Tusculan Disputations,. as well as
in De Finibus and De Officiis. Nor was Cicero alone. Horace, Plut~ch~ ~d-
Seneca also admired Ulysses and found grounds for ascribing specific Stoic
traits to him. And so does Shakespeare. Of the major characters in Troilus
and Cressida, only Ulysses is qualified to stand even partially as a Stoic hero.
Estimates of his personality have varied widely among the critics,2 o but he
exhibits greater sensitivity to the cardinal Stoic virtues than any other figure
in the drama. His courage is never in dispute, and his sense of justice is
compromised only by his political efforts to further the war. His wisdom,
represented in the degree speech, is unassailable. His temperance is illustrated
by his forbearance and kindness, especially to Troilus (which Cicero would
have applauded), and strikingly by his refusal to accept Cressida's blandishments when she enters the Greek camp.
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The moral superiority of Ulysses reinforces the importance of his degree
speech, the central ethical pronouncement of the drama and it enhances the
significance given in the play to Cicero's ideals.21 Indeed, the Stoic virtues
were important in an age that accepted the reality of degree. And, given that
reality, the prostitution of the cardinal virtues would loom as an ugly threat
to a society passing anxiously and reluctantly into the terminal years of
Elizabeth's reign. (Troilus and Cressida was entered in the Stationer's Register
February 7, 1603, scarcely six weeks before the old Queen's death; but it was
probably written in 1601 or 1602 .) In the apprehensive climate of Elizabeth's
decline - and the chaos expected to accompany it - all thinking men and
women pondered "the specialty of rule." Shakespeare has made it abundantly
clear for all time what happens to a society in which that specialty is no
longer honored.

Notes
1 The complete passage reads as follows: "Sed omne, quod est honestum, id quattuor
partium oritur ex aliqua: aut enim in perspecientia veri sollertiaque versatur aut in
hominum societate tuenda tribuendoque suum cuique et rerum contractarum fide aut in
animi excelsi atque invicti magnitudine ac robore aut in omnium, quae fiunt quaeque
dicuntur, ordine et modo, in quo inest modestia et temperantia." Cicero, De Officiis
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1961), p. 16. Translation by Harry G. Edinger,
Cicero De Officiis/On Duties (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1974),p. 10. AD passages from
Cicero will be cited from this translation.
2 T. W. Baldwin, William ShQ/cspere's Small Lotine cl: Lesse Greeke (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1944), II, pp. 581 ff.
3 See Bruno Snell, The Discovery of the Mind, trans. T.G. Rosenmeyer, (New York:
Harper and Row, 1960), pp. 246 ff.
4 As Chapman attempted to illustrate in his plays, but his Stoic hero is not always
representative. Note Herschel Baker, The Image of Man (New York: Harper Torchbooks,
1947), p. 301.
5 C. M. Bowra,From Virgil to Milton (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1965),pp.63-64.

6 G. B. Harrison, Introducing Shakespeare (Ann Arbor: Pelican Books, 1966), p. 91.
Cf. also Douglas Bush, Prefaces to Renaissance Literature (New York: W. W. Norton and
Co., 1965), Ch. II, and Bowra, pp. 56 ff.
1 Cf. Douglas Bush, Prefaces, p. 22: "Cicero was in fact not only the chief creator of
modern prose style but the chief ethical teacher and civilizer of Europe." See the same
author's Mythology and the Renaiwnce Tradition in English Poetry, rev. ed. ( 1932: rpt.
New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1963). For anti-Stoic views, refer to note 19.
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8 The literature on Stoicism is extensive. E. Vernon Arnold, Roman Stoicism (New
York: Humanities Press, 1911); Wm. E. H. Lecky, History of European Morals, 3d ed.
(London: Watts and Co., 1926), 2 vols.; Robert M. Wenley, Stoicism and its Influence
(New York: Cooper Square Publishers, Inc., 1963). Consult the bibliography in Herschel
Baker, The Image of Man (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1947).
9 As a philosophy per se, Stoicism appears in Tudor England as a diffuse and
therefore unsystematic doctrine. It is often assertive to the point of tediousness, and
overall lacks discipline. It has, it is true, a formal if somewhat obscure metaphysics,
especially Greek - as opposed to Roman - Stoicism, but this is not the side of Stoic
deontology that became familiar in the Renaissance. Stoicism was to a large extent a
body of eclectic, generalized morality, a Lebensphilosophie existing in the public
domain, often as sententille, and associated with certain contemporary figures (such as
Chapman) but belonging exclusively to none.
10 See, for example, Baldwin, n. 2, vol.ll, Ch. XLVIII; Virgil Whitaker, Shakespeare's
Use of Learning (San Marino: The Huntington Library, 1964). pp. 42-3; Wenley, n. 8,
pp. 141-42.

11 Pace many denigrators, Chapman's translation is not routinely a distortion of the
"real,. Homer. The thunder and brilliance of the opening lines, for example, capture the
heroic mood better than the versions by Pope, Butler, Bryant, Leaf, and many of the
modems:
Achilles' baneful wrath resound, 0 goddess, that imposed
lnf'mite sorrows on the Greeks and many brave souls los'd
From breasts heroique, sent them far to that invisible cave
That no light comforts, and their limbs to dogs and vultures gave.
Reuben Brower, in Hero & &lint: Shakegpeare & the Graces - Rotnfl11 Heroic Tradition
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1971) argues (p. 66) thatChapman'stranslation
does not preserve the purity of the Homeric tradition, but this oould be said of the
transJations in every generation, including our own, for each generation has its own
conception of "Homeric purity."
12 Whitaker, p. 213.
13 All citations are from the Complete Pelican Shakespeare, ed. by Alfred Harbage,
·
(Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1963). .
14 Many readers have comm~nted on. the- simnarlty. between Paradise Lost and
Shakespeare's Latinate diction in this play. But the similarities between their treatments
of orthos logos, right reason, are equally striking.
15 Cf. Whitaker, "In short, the war stands on a rotten foundation, and Shakespeare
makes that fact devastatingly clear." p. 211.
16 As in Sophocles' play Philoctetes.
17 Later, in the underworld, Aeneas will meet her unforgiving spirit.
18 Vide Joseph Anthony Mazzeo, Renaisslmce and Revolution: Backgrounds to
Seventeenth-Century English Litemture (New York: Pantheon Books, 1967), pp. 42-3,
and B. A. G. Fuller, A History of Philosophy (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1945),1,
252-53.
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19 There was, to be sure, some anti-Stoic thought in the sixteenth and especially
the seventeenth century (Milton's "budge doctors of the Stoic fur," for example). See
Baker, p. 311, for a discussion of anti.Stoic figures - Du Bartas, Robert Burton, Fulke
Greville, Sir Thomas Browne, and others. But there was such widespread Stoic thinking
- some uf it mere driftwood on the O\.-ean of thought - that it was not seriously
challenged until the Puritan victory of the seventeenth century. See Roland H. Bainton,
The Refomuztion of the Sixteenth Century (Boston: Beacon Paperback ed., 1963),
p. 129. T. S. t:liot's study Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca deals with Senecan
and peripheral concepts of the very late Stoa. His comments are not germane here.
Christian values are of course also involved, but they are largely secondary to the Stoic
system and, in this context, derivative, although at times they coincide. Cf. Whitaker:
..Christian docuine would be an anachronism in Troilus and Creuidll, even though an
allusion to a state of grace does occur." p. 214.
20 The major views are summarized by W. B. Stanford, The Ulysses Theme: A Study
in the Adoptability of a Trtldition~~l Hero, 2d ed., (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1968), p. 164. This is the standard work on the Ulysses theme.
21 Except for Ulysses, the characters in Troilus and Cressido do not trouble
themselves with niceties of ideals. They know what they want, and nothing troubles
their consciences. However, they face two problems. They cannot, unaided, realize their
intentions, and their intentions are not, as a consequence, in touch with the actualities of
the experiences they crave. They are therefore unable both to act and to judge wisely.
Withdrawn in this fashion from the realities of human existence they live, necessarily, in
an ethical retreat. Ulysses, alone, is aware of the situation.
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The Feigned Flight
-

at Hastings:
Birth
'
Propagation,
and
Death of a Myth
John Marshall Carter

T

HE Norman Conquest of England, beginning with the Norman Duke
William's victory over the Anglo-Saxons at Hastings on 14 October
1066, has continued to be a subject of much disputation by layman
and scholar alike. An event that has shaped the personality and character of
England, the Norman Conquest is one of those historical milestones in the
past of England as the Declaration of Independence is for Americans.!
Every English and American schoolchild knows that William the Conqueror and his Norman cavalry turned the tide by pretending to fly from
Senlac Hill, only to lure the unsuspecting English to their deaths in the valley
below. But, the facts are quite convincing that English and American
schoolchildren are not learning the truth in regard to the legendary feigned
flight by the Norman horsemen at Hastings. A great majority of the current
texts used in English and American high schools and colleges have ignored the
modern findings on this aspect of the battle of Hastings, which have shown
the flight to be a perpetrated myth.2
This famed "feigned flight" episode of the battle of Hastings is, in a sense,
a minute aspect of the Conquest. Nonetheless, it is a component part of the
phenomenon and demonstrates the degree to which historical specialization
has advanced. The general narratives, the economic studies, and the constitutional histories have all led to our better understanding of this significant
period in English history. And, the minutiae of the battle and its aftermath
have received scrutiny from the historians as symbolic representations of the
larger conflict.3 How did the myth of the feigned flight begin? Who
propagated this obvious fiction? And lastly, yet most important of all, who
are the scholars who have worked so hard to seek the truth in English
medieval history? These are the questions that should be answered if English
and American schoolchildren are to know the real facts about this segment of
their beloved history.
The myth of the feigned flight by the Normans was born during the
succeeding five years after Hastings. In I068, a Norman literary chronicler,
Bishop Guy of Amiens, became the first to mention a flight by the right
(French) wing of Duke William's var,ied host in his Carmen De Hastingae
Proelio. The candid Bishop claimed that the Norman cavalry, instead of
employing an ingenious tactic, retreated chaotically down Senlac Hill and
that a general disaster was averted only by Duke William's able generalship.
The Prelate stated quite frankly that the French retreat,"' ...which had first
been a ruse became enforced by valour. The Normans fled. their shields
covered their backs."4
Guy of Amiens' hint of a flight, whether feigned or cowardly, was turned
into the myth that has lived even until today. The mythologist in question
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was none other than Duke William's chaplain, William of Poi tiers. In his The
Deeds of William Duke of the Normans and King of the English, William of
Poitiers was the ftrst to cite the military stratagem which gave the Normans
victory at Hastings. William, who probably had access to Bishop Guy's work,
composed his chronicle between 1071 and 1073.5 As the archdeacon of
Lisieux and confidant at the court of Duke William, he was well-informed to
write a history of the Hastings confrontation. Unfortunately, according to
many modern scholars of medieval English historiography, the chronicling
churchman subordinated everything to praising his hero, William the Conqueror.6
In his prejudiced narrative, Duke William's chaplain explained that the
English shield-wall and battle axes prevailed through murderous volleys of
arrows, infantry attacks, and cavalry charges. He was quick to point out that
the Breton party of Duke William's host, which comprised the Duke's left
wing, broke and ran like cowards early in the day. Twisting Guy of Amiens'
account of the battle to glorify his comrades, William of Poitiers gave birth to
the Norman feigned flight in this passage:
Realizing that they could not without severe loss overcome an army
massed so strongly in close formation, the Normans and their allies
feigned ·flight and simulated a retreat .... The barbarians [the English]
thinking victory within their grasp shouted with triumph ... .Several
thousand of them ...gave rapid pursuit to those whom they thought to
be in flight; but the Normans suddenly wheeling their horses surrounded their pursuers so that not one was left alive. Twice was this ruse
employed with the utmost success... .1
Surprisingly, the only contemporary description of the battle of Hastings
made by the Anglo -Saxons, the 'D' version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle,
mentions no such victorious Norman tactic:
Then Count William came from Normandy to Pevensey on Michaelmas
Eve (28 September) and as soon as they were able to move they built a
castle at Hastings. King Harold was informed of this and he assembled a
large army and came against him at the hoary apple tree. And William
came against him by surprise before his army was drawn up in battle
array. But the king nevertheless fought hard against him, and there were
heavy casualties on both sides. There King Harold was killed and Earl
Leofwine his brother, and Earl Gyrth his brother, and many good men,
and the French remained masters of the field ....
The mention of a surprise attack on the English by the Normans was used by
the Saxon chronicler for precisely the same reasons that William of Poitiers
inserted the feigned flight in his chronicle - to glorify, in this case, his
champion.
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Unfortunately for historical scholarship, the two near-contemporary
accounts of the battle of Hastings exhibit serious faults: according to Antonia
Gransden's EngliJh Hbloriml Writing," .. .the English historians are too brief
and unanalytical and the continental too biased in favor of the Normans."
The fact that the Saxon chroniclers failed to include the flight in their
accounts implies that William of Poitiers may have fabricated his story. In
turn, the Norman Conquest had to be justified legally by Norman historians:
William of Poitiers's biased account of the battle of Hastings and the
preceding and subsequent events was supported by another pro-Norman
writer, William of Jumieges. His insistence upon the promise of the English
throne to William by Edward the Confessor and Harold Godwinson's
confumation lend support to a pro-Norman whitewashing after 1066.8 In
summary, the Norman writers after Hastings were panegyricists, building
Norman legends such as the story of the feigned flight.
The Bayeux Tapestry, a pictorial representation of the battle of Hastings,
executed by near-contemporary English ladies supervised by the Conqueror's
half-brother, Bishop Odo of Bayeux, suggests vaguely the possibility of a
feigned flight. In one section of the tapestry, the Norman cavalry seems to be
bogged down in a hollow pursued by unarmored English levies who have
rushed from their position on the hill above. This could possibly be the
aftermath of retreat, either cowardly or feigned.
With the death of the Conqueror in 1087, the first generation of
chroniclers came to an end. The next generation had at their disposal the
advantage of hindsight, as well as some of the historical works produced in
the Conqueror's reign. Florence of Worcester is a good starting point for the
second generation of historians; unfortunately, he devoted only a paragraph
of his Cllrollieon ex Cllronkb to the battle of Hastings and said nothing of
the alleged feigned flight.
Henry of Huntingdon continued Florence of Worcester's chronicle from
1142 to 1154. Neady a century after 1066, Henry, in Hi#oritl Anglorum
related that:
.. .Harold had formed his whole army in close column, making a
rampart which the Normans could not penetrate. Duke William,
therefore, commanded his troops to make a feigned retreat.
Thus, Henry of Huntingdon continued the myth of the feigned flight,
implying that the Norman Duke, when seeing that the English had repulsed
every other charge, ordered a remedy which was common to the Normans - a
feigned retreat.
Another important writer of this second generation of chroniclers was
Ordericus Vitalis, an English-born, Norman-bred, ecclesiastic. Ordericus, who
obviously had access to Guy's Ctumen de HIIStillglle Proelio, told of three
flights: the cowardly flight by the Bretons in the early morning of 14 October
1066 and the two planned Norman feigned flights later in the day which
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helped secure the victory for William.9 There was probably no conscious
effort to perpetuate the grandiose tale of chivalric, military trickery this late
in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. It was simply the nature of medieval
English chroniclers to avoid inquiry. Furthermore, after centuries of repetition, the story of the feigned flight at Hastings was taken for granted by
historians, either unaware of the mythology or unconcerned by it.
William of Malmesbury, a chronicler who wrote in the early twelfth
century, continued the entertaining but highly improbable story - suggesting
that the Normans had pre-arranged the flight tactic:
They fought with ardour, neither giving ground, for a great part of the
day. Finding this, William gave a signal to his party, that, by a feigned
flight they should retreat. Through this device, the close body of the
English, opening for the purpose of cutting down the straggling enemy,
brought upon itself swift destruction ... (Chronicle of the Kings of
Englond).
This course of action would be hard to discredit since William was known for
his shrewdness and cunning. Roger of Wendover, whose chronicle Flowen of
History comprises the years 1204 to 1234, used even stronger language in
suggesting a pre-arranged plan:
The English ... presented an impenetrable mass, which would doubtless have secured the fortune of the day, had not the Norman's, after
their usual custom pretended to fly, and so dissolved their close array.
But, the research of David C. Douglas, a twentieth century historian, reveals
no evidence that this tactic was a "usual custom." Certainly the Normans did
not feign flights at the battles of Val-es-Dunes, Varaville, or Mortemer.
According to John Beeler (Wtuftue in Feudal Europe 730-1200), Count
Guiscard's Normans used a feigned-flight tactic outside the walls of Messina in
1060. But Beeler also concludes (p. 57) that no such tactic was used at
Val-es-Dunes, Mortemer, or Varaville.
Nonetheless, even if a plan of this type had been pre-arranged and
practiced, there would have been no way possible for the Normans to have
carried out their plan. With all the noise of the struggle - the dying moans of
warriors, the clanging of armor and weapons, and the general pandemonium
which accompanied hand-to-hand combat - the Conqueror could hardly have
communicated effectively with 1,500 or 2,000 mounted warriors. An imaginative re-enactment of this absurdity would reveal thousands of cavalrymen in
the midst of hand-to-hand struggles with Anglo-Saxon infantrymen swinging ·
two-handed axes. Against blood-curdling screams, murderous sword thrusts,
and axe blows, Norman lieutenants would whisper to their comrades that the
time to fake a retreat is at hand. Success would be highly improbable, nearly
impossible. Yet, even with knowledgeable historians and military men in the
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centuries after Hastings, none until the twentieth century thought it fit to
question the feigned-flight episode of the battle of Hastings.
In the sixteenth century an Italian, Polydore Vergil, who was encouraged
by Henry VII to write a Tudor chronicle of English events, again conceded to
the Normans their victory by virtue of the feigned flight (Anglia Historill). In
the seventeenth century, Sir Richard Baker, in his Chronicle of the Kings of
Englllnd also failed to question the gospel of the feigned retreat. From David
Hume's History of Engllmd in the eighteenth century through the narrative
histories of the nineteenth century, the majority of scholars either did not
think or did not dare to question the sacred legend.
In the early nineteenth century, Sharon Turner's The History of the
Anglo&xons was even more unbelievable than that of the medieval chroniclers:
Depressed by the Anglo-Saxon resistance to Norman attacks ...
William's mind was roused to attempt a stratagem. He resolved to
hazard a feigned retreat, to seduce the English into the disorder of a
confident pursuit, and to profit by their diffusion.
Turner thus suggested that the idea of the flight occurred to William during
the thick of battle, a suggestion more unrealistic than William of Malmesbury's twelfth-century version of a pre-arranged flight.
Even the great military historian, Sir Charles Oman, in his famous
undergraduate essay The Art of War in the Middle Ages, failed to perceive the
impossibilities of the various pro-Norman chronicles of the late eleventh and
twelfth centuries. Sir Charles explained that: "Then he (William] resorted to
the stratagem of a feigned flight .. .and again a large group of Saxons broke
ranks and followed the seemingly retreating Normans down the slope, where
they were annihilated ...." Sir Charles based his assumption on Guy of
Amiens' and William of Poitiers' accounts: the former, however, did not
mention an on-the-spot ruse by the Normans, and the latter could not be
counted on for objectivity.
In 1896, only eleven years after Oman's essay was published, a German
scholar, Wilhelm Spatz, became the first to question the feigned-flight legend
(Dw Sdllacht Yon Hastings). In 1907 another German historian, Hans
Delbruck, " ... expressed doubts as to the feigned-flight episode ...."10 But
even so, two of the twentieth centu{)''s greatest English medievalists have
clung doggedly to the legend. Sir Frank Stenton, in one of the best short
accounts of the Norman Conquest, stated:
Norman archers fued volleys to start the action, but English spears
and axes found William to send his heavy cavalry; here, though, the
Saxon two-handed axe prevailed. Bretons and other auxiliaries fell back
- a general rout was checked only by the appearance of Duke William
in action. He rallied his forces and his knights and cut off a number of
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English who had pursued them down the hill. Twice, during the
following hours, his knights feigned a retreat and cut off English
pursuers.ll
David C. Douglas, in the best biography of the Conqueror to date,
suggested the difficulty of a feigned flight but still seemed to go along with
the hoax:
A feigned flight is one of the most hazardous movements to carry out
at the height of an engagement, for simulated panic is very liable to be
transformed into a reality of confusion. Yet if the earliest account of
the battle is to be believed this perilous device was repeatedly and
successfully used.12
The key sentence in Douglas's explanation is the last. Here he accepted the
writing of a chronicler (William of Poitiers) whom he had discredited as a
mere panegyricist in another publication.13
With the twentieth century revival of interest in medieval military history,
scholars of English medieval warfare, equipped with the seminal suggestions
of Spatz and Delbruck, have launched an attack on the story of the feigned
flight at Hastings as a nationalistic myth created by pro-Norman writers
trying to inflate.Duke William's image. One of the ftrst detailed accounts of
the improbability of the myth was advanced by Lieutenant Colonel Alfred H.
Burne in 1950 in his The Battlefields of Englllnd:
The concensus of modem opinion is that the frrst retreat, on the
part of the Bretons, was a genuine one, and that the second and the
third ... were feigned. I simply cannot bring myself to believe that a
feigned retreat could have been mounted, as an afterthought, in the
midst of battle. Consider the difficulties (p. 42).
Colonel Burne further pointed out that when the alleged flight took place,
the Norman cavalry was being thrashed by the English defenders. Accordingly, the English naturally pursued the beleaguered Norman retreat until,
"Scattered and breathless and disordered at the bottom of the hill they [the
English] were charged by fresh bodies of cavalry and overwhelmed" (p. 42}.
This seems to be precisely what the Bayeux Tapestry depicted. The profeigned-flight interpretation has always insisted upon the idea that the same
troops who were retreating, turned to slaughter the pursuing English. An
interesting sidelight might be that the Normans had a fresh detachment of
cavalry hidden or reserved at the bottom of the hill, and, when the pursuers
reached the bottom of the incline, they were ambushed rather than tricked
by the retreating knights.14
In 1954 another English military man, Major-General J.F.C. Fuller, in his
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The Decisive Bau/e.'i of the We.'itern World. produced another account of the
feigned flight at Hastings, but his explanation resembled the ones made by
William of Malmesbury and other believers of the myth:
Unable to break the shield-wall, William now made use of a n1se de
gz1erre common in Byzantine and Oriental warfare. He determined to
lure his enemy down from the hoary apple tree hill by means of a
feigned retreat (p. 380).
While General Fuller called William of Poitiers' chronicle ..conjecture," his
tone was sympathetic toward the endangered legend.
During the ninth centennial of the great battle, a wealth of material
appeared on all aspects of the battle of Hastings and the subsequent Norman
Conquest. Peter Hunter Blair, in An Introduction to Anglo-Saxon England,
suggested a rallying manoeuvre by the Normans was used twice to great
success in breaking the English ranks.1s Timothy Baker, in a look at Norman
institutions entitled The Normans, reinstated the time-honored interpretation
that had been so undeniably squashed by Colonal Burne. Baker undermined
his pro-feigned-flight reassertion, though, by adding that: "If they (the
Normans] did not retreat as a ruse, their triumph was one of freshness over
fatigue more than one of cunning and experience over simplicity and
inexperience."
One of the latest works to defend the validity of the feigned flight episode
is R. Allen Brown's The Normans and the Norman Conquest. Brown's
approach is not new. He only reaffirms what has been passed along since
William of Poitiers to the point of quoting his explanation for the Norman
success at Hastings and adding that the Norman ruse was concocted on the
spot. Again, the absence of Guy of Amiens's interpretation and the clarification of the authorship of the Carmen seem to be the deciding factor. Other
historians have settled the problem by avoiding it. Doris Mary Stenton, for
instance, chose not to include any mention of the episode in English Society
in the Early Middle Ages (1066-1307). She e~phasized that the Normans
were successful because they were specialists in warfare: accurate archers and
expert horsemen (p. 14). Another interpretation was H.R. Loyn's The
Norman Conquest, which used the word "retreating" when referring to the
Breton mishap early in the day, but, in explaining the success of the Normans
stated that: "Skillful use of mounted knights ... seems to have been a very
important element in William's success."
The sharpest attack on the validity of the feigned-flight legend has come
from the military specialists. In 1965, the third edition of Colonel Charles
Lemmon's The Field of Hastings attempted to disprove the thousand-year old
tale:
As most of the accounts of the battle give such prominence to the
first of the incidents just described (the Norman retreat], stating that
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the Norman retreat was a stratagem designed to draw the Saxons out of
their line, and that the same troops wheeled about and charged their
pursuers, it is necessary to assess the credibility of that story.
A feigned retreat, it is claimed, was a recognized tactical operation in
ancient warfare, which had been mentioned by many chroniclers as
having occurred in many battles. In view of the belief with which 'a
retreat according to plan' in an enemy communique during the last war
were received, would it not be more correct to say that a feigned retreat
was the recognized method by which chroniclers concealed the fact
that the troops of their own side had run away?
A feigned retreat would demand that every man taking part in it had
to know when to retreat, and when to tum around and fight back ....
to arrange this in the heat of battle with men fighting hand-to-hand for
their lives was clearly impossible.!&
Perhaps Colonel Lemmon exaggerated somewhat in regard to the general
usage of feigned retreats in medieval warfare. Professor John Beeler, in
Worfore in Feudal Europe, stated that feigned retreats were well-known to the
medieval tactician.l7 But, in regard to the alleged feigned flight at Hastings,
Professor Beeler said that: "the celebrated feigned-flight story ... almost
certainly was invented by Norman historians to conceal the fact that the
Norman knights were very nearly beaten by the English." In an earlier work,
Professor Beeler had suggested that:
The real question is not whether the Norman retreat was feigned or
compelled, but rather why there was not a general English advance
instead of piecemeal sorties here and there along the line.... The
opportunity was ripe; one after another the Duke's assaults had been
beaten back; the invading army must have trembled at the verge of
demoralization. Had a general counter attack taken place, the Norman
army must surely have been cut to pieces as it milled about in the
hollows•... At this critical moment, which seems to have gone
unnoticed by historians, I would suggest that an order for a general
advance was probably issued, but that it was not carried out as intended
for the same reasons that the feigned retreat could not have been
undertaken - the lack, in the eleventh century, of an adequate staff
and of troops sufficiently disciplined, once they had been committed,
to make coordinated movements a practical expedient. IS
At least brief mention should be made of an equally legendary and decisive
part of the battle of Hastings - the death of the last Anglo-8axon king of
England, Harold Godwinson (Harold II). Medieval chroniclers and modem
historians disagree as to how Harold died. Both, however, agree that Harold's
death may have spelled doom for Anglo-Saxony.
The Bayeux Tapestry again provides a pictorial illustration of Harold's
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death. Three possible solutions can be hypothesized from the tapestry. One is
that Harold was struck in the eye with a Norman arrow. Professor John
Beeler (Worfore in Englllnd) stated that Duke William, after early archery
volleys had failed, directed his men to arch their volleys so that the arrows
would rain down perpendicularly upon the Saxon line, rather than pass
harmlessly over it. One of those arrows happened to strike the English
king.19 The second possibility is that Harold was struck down by a Norman
horseman. The third suggested solution is a combination of the frrst two:
Harold was struck in the eye with an arrow, he heroically removed it,
continued to fight, and finally was slain by a Norman warrior.
The death of Harold was at least as important a factor in the battle of
Hastings as the tactical manoeuvring of the Normans. An event which
occurred earlier in the day of 14 October 1066 demonstrated the importance
of a leader to a medieval army. The Normans were on the verge of total
collapse when a rumor spr~ad through the ranks that William was dead. Only
William's bare-headed presence restored some organization to the faltering
Norman ranks. Similarly, when the news of Harold's death spread along the
Saxon line, general confusion must have ensued.
Old traditions die hard, particularly the ones that have tended to enhance
the glory of a by-gone era, nation, race, or event or - as in the case of the
feigned flight at the battle of Hastings - illuminated a whole people's history.
But, twentieth century scholarship has demonstrated that the stratagem of a
mass, coordinated effort in such a short length of time was quite impossible
for the Norman army. The exposition of the feigned-flight story also
demonstrates the somewhat shaky credibility of what are considered to be
our most dependable medieval sources. William of Poitiers and William of
Jumieges become the Einhards and Assers of the Norman Conquest, portraying their Duke as the great warrior and proto-saint without thinking to- or
daring to - show his human characteristics.
The scholarly controversy over the feigned flight, like the historical
disputation regarding many aspects of the battle of Hastings, emphasizes the
divergence of interpretation that surrounds the Norman Conquest of England.
The battle of Hastings and its consequences continue to be subjects for
debate, while providing intriguing insights into the process of historical
research and the continuing search for truth about past events.

Notes
1 The story of the feigned tlight has been passed on by chronicler after chronicler. In
many cases it has been used as a beginning for moralizing about Anglo-Saxon society on
the eve of the Norman Conquest. William of Malmesbury was the first to treat the
feigned tlight as an indication of how Norman society surpassed the decadent AngloSaxons. William, in Chronicle of the Kings of J::ngland, painted a gloomy picture of
Anglo-Saxon society on the eve of the Conquest. William of Malmesbury's moral and
philosophical interpretation of the Norman Conquest has been repeated by numerous
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scholars: in 1670, the English literary giant, John Milton, used much the same
description of a degenerate Saxon society being purified by a pious and stern culture
(John Milton, 'e.rhe History of Britain"). Sharon Turner, a nineteenth century historian,
accepted uncritically the feigned-flight legend and stated blatantly, in later passages of
his History of England during Middle Ages (London, I, p. 73), that the Conquest was a
moral earthquake which revived a dying populace. In the early twentieth century the
Regius Professor of history at Cambridge, George Macaulay Trevelyan, implied that the
feigned flight was indicative of the skill and vitality of the Norman invaders who
"hammered, England into a nation (History of England London, 1926, pp. 105-24).
Other scholars who have accepted the feigned flight as the legitimate reason for the
Conqueror's victory at Hastings have tried to demonstrate that Anglo-Saxon military
institutions were inferior to those of the Normans. Michae1 Powicke, in Military
Obligation in Medieval England: A Study in Liberty and Duty (Oxford, 1962, pp. 28-9),
suggested that the Saxon army was lacking in the various feudal elements of horse, foot,
and archers. Two views which are contrary to the degenerate-society and ill-prepared
army theses are held by G.O. Sayles and C. Wanen Hollister: Sayles believes the
Anglo-Saxons lost because they made the mistake of breaking their front (The Medieval
Foundatiom of England, New York, 1961, p. 165); Hollister points simply to the fact
that the English had too many battles in too short a time - Fulford Gate, Stamford
Bridge, and Hastings (Anglo-Saxon Military Institutions of the Eve of the Norman
Conquest, Oxford, 1962, 149-51). The great statesman-author Sir Winston Churchill, in
his A History of the English-Speaking Peoples (New York, 1966, p. 164), adhered to the
belief that the Norman military institutions contained a few alternatives - such as the
feigned-flight tactic - which were unknown to the English tacticians. Eric Linklater in
The Conquest of England (New York, 1968, p. 217) went further than any modern
historian in portraying the feigned flight as representative, not only of Norman military
superiority, but of the superiority of Norman society as well.
2 See, for example, Christopher Brooke, From Alfred to Henry 10 (London, 1961,
p. 89), who suggests: ... . • they feigned retreat. • • • By such means the English
'shield-wall' was gradually whittled away ...... Brooke reaffmned his homage to the
feigned flight in a later work, The Saxon and Nomum Kings (New York, 1963,
pp. 168-71): 'e.rhe Normans ••• twice feigned a confused retreat ••. drawing the English
to follow them., Sir George Clark fails to include the feigned-flight episode in his
English History (Oxford, 1971). A.B. Erickson and Martin J. Havran support the feigned
flight in England: Prehistory to the Present (New York, 1968, p. 31): "He (William]
twice ordered apparently feigned retreats and then sent out his cavalry to cut down the
unprotected Saxon infantry." Keith Feiling suggests that Harold's troops, " ••• galled
beyond endurance by arrows and deceived by feinted flight, broke rank, poured down
hill in pursuit, and were cut to pieces by the horsemen, (A History of England: From
the Coming of the English to 1938, New York, 1948, p. 94). C. Wanen Hollister is not as
convinced by the feigned flight story. In The Making of England, 55 B.C.-1399 (Boston,
1966, pp. 84-5), he remarks: 'e.rbere is some evidence- perhaps inconclusive- that on
one or two later occasions the Normans feigned flight•..." Goldwin Smith, in A History
of England (New York, 1966, p. 32), suggests that:"...the Normans carried out several
pretended flights ••• , - not two, but several! Albert Tucker maintains the feigned
retreat in his A History of English Civilization (New York, 1972, p. 74): "His [Harold's]
men broke rank when William led a pretended fmal retreat, only to have the Norman
horsemen tum and cut them down ...•" David Willson, in A History of England (New
York, 1967, p. 61), mentions that the Anglo-Saxons were vastly inferior to the
Normans: " .••poorly organized, slow in mobilization ... ,., which made them break and
pursue when" ••• the Normans pretended to take flight ••••"

104

3 The founders of the two 'armed camps' of interpretation, the supporters of the
continuity thesis of Edward Augustus Freeman in his magnum opus, The History of the
Norman Conquest of J:;,rglllnd: Its Causes and Its E}fects (6 Vols., Oxford, 1867-79),
versus the supporters of John Horace Round's thesis in Feudal E'11gland (London, 1895),
differed on many points. Freeman believed wholeheartedly that the Norman Conquest
was a mere "turning point" in English history - a continuity of Saxon institutions.
Round argued that the Conquest was complete revolution in almost every aspect of life.
Round's thesis has stood the test of time, but Freeman's position has picked up a
considerable following in the second half of the twentieth century. Even on minor points
Round disagreed with Freeman's findings. For example, in The History of the Norman
Conquest (Vol. Ill, p. 409), Freeman suggested that Senlac was the proper name of the
battle site, since the hill's name was Senlac, and since the hill was near the stream called
Santlache. Round, in a powerful refutation, remarked that he would have no part of
using the names Santlache or Senlac in "Mr. Freeman and the Battle of Hastings,"
(Feudlll E'nglllnd pp. 332-398). In all fairness to Mr. Freeman, the battle site was
approximately eight miles from the village of Hastings.
4 p. 29. This translation, considered to be the definitive version, successfully attributes the once-disputed authorship to Guy· and suggests that William of Poitiers used
Bishop Guy's account to write his own history.
5 Guy of Amiens, p. xv. Douglas, inE'nglish Historical Documents, p. 217, states that
William of Poitiers' chronicle was composed in or shortly after 1071. Antonia Gransden,
in English Historical Writing, C. 550 To C. 1307 (Ithaca, New York, 1974, p. 100),
suggests that William wrote his history of the Conqueror between 1073 and 1074.

6 Gransden, pp. 100-01. Douglas, English Historical Documents, p. 217. J.J. Bagley,
Historical Interpretation: Sources of E'nglish Medieval History, 1066-1540 (Baltimore,
1965, p. 37).
7 William of Poitiers, Deeds of Willillm, in E'nglish Historical Documents, p. 227.
William implied that the fe~ned flight was yet another in the Norman bag of tricks.
Obviously, the poor discipline of both armies prompted periodic general confusion.
Nonetheless, confusion does not bel!et highly organized military manoeuvres. See, for
example, Timothy Baker, The Normans, New York, 1969, pp. 109-10.
8 William of Jumicges,Gesta Normannorum Ducum, ed. J. Marx, Paris, 1914. See also
a translation of this work in Douglas and Greenaway, E'nglish Historical Documents, II.
9 Ordericus Vitalis, Historia E'cclesiastica, trans. Thomas Forester, I, pp. 484-85.
10 Hans Delbruck. Geshichte Der Kriegskunst/M Rahmen Des Politische Geshichte,
Ill, Berlin,1907,p. 162; quoted in John Beeler. Warfare in 1:.'11gland, J066-JJ89,1thaca,
New York. 1966. p. 20n.
II Sir Frank Stentun, Anglo-Saxo11 England, Oxford. 1971, p. 595.
12 David C. Dma)!las, William Th£' Co11queror: The Norman Impact Upo11 England,
lkrkcley. California, 1964. pp. 203-04.

105

13 See note 6. When Douglas's William The Conqueror was published, G.H. White's
"The Battle of Hastings and the Death of Harold," in Complete Peerage of England,
Scotland, Jrelllnd, Great Britain, and the United Kingdom (1910-1959), XII, Appendix
'L,' was the accepted view of Guy's Carmen. However, the Muntz and Morton edition of
1972 has shown that Guy was, in actuality, the author. Douglas based his statement on
William of Poitiers, whom he considered to be the 'earliest account.'
14 This seems to be more believable. John Beeler, in Warfare in Feudal Europe, p.
227-28, pointed out that the German king Hemy the Fowler used such a manoeuvre
against the Hungarians.
15 Blair spoke without real conviction for either side, but added in a footnote that
Richard Glover, among others, suspected the legend of the feigned flight. See Richard
Glover, "English Warfare in 1066," English HistoriCill Review, LXVU (1952), pp. 1-18.

16 Charles Lemmon, ''The Campaign of 1066,'' in C.T. Chevalier, ed., The Norman
Conquest: Ita Setting and Impact, London, 1966, p. 109. Published the same year in
paperback by Scribners.
17 Beeler, WarftUe in Feudal Europe, p. 94. Feigned flights were known also to the
ancient tactician. See, for example, the account of a Hebrew feigned flight against the
Benjaminites, in Judges, 20: 29-36.
18 Beeler, Warftue in England, p. 22.
19 C. Warren Hollister, The Making of England, p. 85, A.B. Erickson and Martin
Havran, England: Prehistory to the Present, p. 31, and Sir Winston Churchill, History of
the English-Speaking Peoples, p. 164, agree with John Beeler's contention that a chance
Norman arrow killed the brave Saxon king. Albert Tucker, A History of English
Civilization p. 74, believes that Harold was slain by a Norman mounted swordsman.
Keith Felling recreates the scene by suggesting that plates LXXVI and LXXVD (English
Historictd Documents, pp. 276-77) both depict stages in the death of Harold (A History
of England, p. 94).
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